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Editor’s Foreword

The Frankfurt School of German social theory has exerted a
considerable influence over the sociology of the last two
generations. Originally a centre for the study of Marxist theory
brought into being in the first years of Weimar Republic Germany,
the work of its principal figures has nonetheless always had a
somewhat ambiguous relationship with mainstream Western
Marxism, right through from the early writings of Max Horkheimer
in the 1930s to the very recent work of Jürgen Habermas. However,
the development of a distinct ‘critical theory’ of society by
Horkheimer and Adorno and its reworking by later Frankfurt
theorists constituted a (sometimes tenuous) thread of ideas and
concepts which gave the Frankfurt School an important role in the
expansion of modern sociology. Despite the somewhat paradoxical
rejection of Marxist concepts by many Frankfurt School writers, it
was especially instrumental in the renaissance of Marxist sociology
which took hold in the late 1960s.

Having remarked the gulf which separates much Frankfurt School
work from mainstream Marxist theory, it is also interesting to note the
striking parallels between the deep cultural pessimism of Max
Weber’s sociology-especially in its treatment of the rationalization
processes of modern societies-and the thoroughgoing critique of
bourgeois culture and intellectual thought developed by Horkheimer,
Adorno and Marcuse as the main element of critical theory from the
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1930s to the 1960s. As Tom Bottomore makes clear in drawing this
parallel, the Frankfurt School thinkers were led by their pessimism
into a retreat from Marxian social theory, and then towards an
essentially philosophical and neo-Hegelian critique of ideology.
Perhaps best seen as ‘radicals in despair’, Horkheimer, Marcuse and
Adorno were responsible for a theory of capitalist society which
emphasized its cultural manifestations above all other aspects. Caught
in a climate of cultural loss and decline which must be linked to their
experience of the rise of Fascism in Germany, the ‘critical theory’
developed by these men during this period was overwhelmingly
concerned with the mounting irrationality of social and cultural
values, and their reflection in the ideas of positivism and ‘scientism’.
Herbert Marcuse’s version of ‘critical theory’ shares many of these
aspects of Ideologiekritik conducted not from empirical observation
but philosophical speculation, despite the fact that he preferred to stay
on in the USA after the School returned from exile there in 1950, and
was thus open to the influence of the strong empirical traditions of
American social thought. His One-Dimensional Man (certainly his
best known work) thus remains firmly within the contemplative cast of
Frankfurt School work, its nature as a philosophical critique of
advanced capitalism perhaps explaining why its great popularity did
not lead to any significant attempts at extension or empirical
demonstration of the thesis which it contains.

If Tom Bottomore’s book gives the impression that the work of the
Frankfurt School theorists has been largely sterile—for both Marxism
and sociology—it also indicates some of the reasons why ideas which
have received so much scholarly attention fall short of their promise.
Indeed, it is of some significance that there has been such widespread
interest in the ideas of the principal Frankfurt School theorists, for
their work clearly struck a chord at a time when ‘philosophical’
interpretations of Marxist concepts were at the height of their
popularity. It is not accidental that interest in the work of the School
‘took off—for want of a better word—after 1968 in the English-
speaking world. The promise of an ‘intellectualized’ and culturally
sophisticated quasi-Marxism had undeniable appeal.

But if Frankfurt School ‘critical theory’ has come to appear as a
form of social theory more and more separate from Marxism since the
1960s, this is in part because of a return to structuralist and historical
conceptions of Marxian theory themselves formulated to counter the
excessively philosophical tenor of critical theory. With that process, as
Tom Bottomore shows in this masterful book, went an increasing
tendency for younger critical theorists such as Habermas to situate
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their work explicitly between philosophy and sociology. Whether such
a strategy could ever be effective is open to question, especially since
it has not implied any greater attention being paid to historical
processes or to the empirical test of critical theory’s tenets.

Tom Bottomore provides us in this book with a strikingly effective
summary of the main features of the rise and decline of the Frankfurt
School. This is a critical evaluation of the contributions of the main
protagonists of ‘critical theory’, and its conclusions will in some ways
be controversial. But in situating the failure of the Frankfurt School to
generate a coherent paradigm of Marxist social theory in the refusal of
its main figures to reach down from the high plane of philosophical
contemplation to the murky waters of history and empirical facts, Tom
Bottomore has undeniably touched the core of the matter.

Peter Hamilton
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Introduction

 
The Frankfurt School is a complex phenomenon, and the style of
social thought which has come to be principally associated with
it—‘critical theory’—has been expounded and interpreted in a
variety of ways. The institutional basis upon which the school
developed was the Institute of Social Research, officially
established on 3 February 1923 by a decree of the Ministry of
Education, and affiliated with the University of Frankfurt. But the
Institute itself was only the major, enduring outcome of several
radical projects undertaken in the early 1920s by Felix Well, the
son of a wealthy grain merchant. Thus, in the summer of 1922 he
had organized the ‘First Marxist Work Week’, attended among
others by Lukács, Korsch, Pollock and Wittfogel, where much of
the discussion was devoted to Korsch’s forthcoming book,
Marxism and Philosophy. Weil had intended to arrange further
meetings of this kind, but when the idea of creating a more
permanent centre of Marxist studies emerged he redirected his
efforts and his financial resources to this project.[1]

The founding of the Institute took place in the particular
conditions produced by the victory of the Bolshevik revolution in
Russia and the defeat of the Central European revolutions, notably
that in Germany; and it can be seen as one response to the need felt
by left wing intellectuals to reappraise Marxist theory, and especially
the relation between theory and practice, in the new circumstances.
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In this sense the Institute formed part of a wider movement of
thought which has come to be known as ‘Western Marxism’,
characterized on one side by diverse, predominantly philosophical
and Hegelian reinterpretations of Marxist theory in relation to the
advanced capitalist societies, and on the other, by an increasingly
critical view of the development of society and the state in the
USSR.[2] However, in its early phase the Institute did not constitute
a distinctive school; as Jay has noted: ‘…the notion of a specific
school did not develop until after the Institut was forced to leave
Frankfurt (the term itself was not used until the Institut returned to
Germany in 1950)’.[3]

In effect, it is possible to distinguish four distinct periods in the
history of the Institute and the Frankfurt School. The first is that
between 1923 and 1933, when the research carried on at the
Institute was quite varied, and was in no way inspired by a
particular conception of Marxist thought such as became embodied
later in critical theory. Indeed, under its first Director, Carl
Grünberg, who was an economic and social historian, closely
related in outlook to the Austro-Marxists,[4] a considerable part of
the Institute’s work had a strongly empirical character. Grünberg
himself summed up his conception of Marxism as a social science
in his inaugural address (1924), in which he argued that ‘the
materialist conception of history neither is, nor aims to be, a
philosophical system…its object is not abstractions, but the given
concrete world in its process of development and change’. Under
Grünberg’s directorship, until his retirement in 1929 following a
stroke, this was indeed the course taken by many of the Institute’s
researchers; thus Wittfogel was engaged in his study of the Asiatic
mode of production (a part of which was published in 1931 as
Economy and Society in China), Gross-man developed his analysis
of the economic tendencies of capitalism, published as The Law of
Accumulation and Collapse in the Capitalist System (1929), and
Pollock undertook a study of the transition from a market to a
planned economy in the Soviet Union, Experiments in Economic
Planning in the Soviet Union, 1917–1927 (1929).

The second period is that of exile in North America from 1933 to
1950, when the distinctive ideas of a neo-Hegelian critical theory
were firmly implanted as the guiding principle of the Institute’s
activities. This reorientation of ideas and research interests actually
began a few years earlier, influenced particularly by the appointment
of Horkheimer as director of the Institute in July 1930. As Jay has
noted, with reference to Horkheimer’s inaugural address on ‘The
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Current Condition of Social Philosophy and the Tasks of an Institute
of Social Research’ (1931), ‘…the differences between his approach
and that of his predecessor were immediately apparent’.[5]
Philosophy, rather than history or economics, now came to occupy a
pre-eminent place in the Institute’s work, and this tendency was
reinforced when Marcuse became a member in 1932 and Adorno in
1938 (following a looser association with the Institute since 1931).
At the same time the Institute developed a strong interest in
psychoanalysis,[6] and this remained a prominent element in its later
work. In exile the leading members of the Institute, under
Horkheimer’s direction, began to elaborate their theoretical views in
a more systematic way, and a distinctive school of thought gradually
took shape.

By the time the Institute returned to Frankfurt in 1950 the principal
ideas of ‘critical theory’ had been clearly set out in a number of major
writings, and the ‘Frankfurt School’ began to exert an important
influence upon German social thought. Its influence later spread
throughout much of Europe-especially after 1956, with the emergence
of the ‘New Left’—and also in the United States where many of the
Institute’s members (in particular Marcuse) had remained. This was
the period of the Frankfurt School’s greatest intellectual and political
influence, which reached its peak in the late 1960s with the rapid
growth of a radical student movement, though it was Marcuse rather
than Horkheimer (who had by then retired to Switzerland) or Adorno
(who had become considerably less radical during his exile in North
America and in the changed circumstances of postwar Germany) who
then appeared as the leading representative of a new form of Marxist
critical thought.

From the early 1970s, in what can be regarded as its fourth period,
the influence of the Frankfurt School slowly declined, and indeed with
the death of Adorno in 1969 and of Horkheimer in 1973 it had
virtually ceased to exist as a school. In its last years it had departed so
widely from the Marxism which originally inspired it that in Jay’s
words ‘…it forfeited the right to be included among its many
offshoots’,[7] and its whole approach to social theory was
increasingly contested by new, or revived forms of Marxist thought.
Nevertheless, some of the central conceptions of the Frankfurt School
have made their way into the work of many social scientists (both
Marxist and non-Marxist), and they have also been developed in an
original way by Jürgen Habermas, in a renewed critique of the
conditions of possibility of social knowledge, and in reappraisals of
Marx’s theory of history and of modern capitalism.
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In the following chapters I shall be concerned with the last three of
the four periods I have distinguished, examining first the body of ideas
which originally constituted the Frankfurt School, then the
development and diffusion of those ideas in the school’s heyday, and
lastly the fate of the ideas in the post-Frankfurt era. This leads to some
concluding reflections on the significance of the Frankfurt School, and
its derivatives, for the sociological theory of the present time, and on
its relation to any conceivable Marxist sociology in the future.

NOTES

[1] For a fuller account of the founding of the Institute, see Martin
Jay, The Dialectical Imagination (Boston, Little, Brown & Co.,
1973), chap. 1.

[2] ‘Western Marxism’ has generally been treated as a body of thought
emerging in the 1920s and having its greatest influence in the 1960s,
which had its source in the writings of Korsch, Lukács, Gramsci
and some members of the Frankfurt Institute (in particular, from
1950 onwards, Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse). See, for varying
interpretations of it, Andrew Arato and Paul Breines, The Young
Lukács and the Origins of Western Marxism (New York, Seabury
Press, 1979); and Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western
Marxism (London, New Left Books, 1976). More comprehensively
regarded, however, Western Marxism includes other, very different,
forms of Marxist thought, and notably that of the Austro-Marxist
School, which flourished from the turn of the century until 1934
and has recently attracted renewed attention. See Tom Bottomore
and Patrick Goode (eds), Austro-Marxism (Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1978), Introduction.

[3] Jay, op. cit., p. xv.
[4] For a brief account of Grünberg, see Bottomore and Goode, op.

cit., Introduction, pp. 9–10.
[5] Jay, op. cit., p. 25.
[6] Thus Erich Fromm became a close collaborator in the early 1930s,

but his increasingly critical view of Freudian theory, and his attempt
to give psychoanalysis a more sociological dimension, led to
disagreements, and he severed his connection with the Institute in
1939.

[7] Jay, op. cit., p. 296.



1
The Formation of the

School

Horkheimer, in the address delivered on the occasion of his official
installation as director of the Institute in January 1931, indicated
clearly, while paying tribute to the work of his predecessor, that the
Institute was about to take a new direction. ‘Social philosophy’ now
emerged as its main preoccupation; not in the sense of a philosophical
theory of value which would provide a superior insight into the
meaning of social life, nor as some kind of synthesis of the results of
the specialized social sciences, but rather as the source of important
questions to be investigated by these sciences and as a framework in
which ‘the universal would not be lost sight of’.[1] In subsequent
essays of the 1930s Horkheimer developed his conception of the role
of philosophy primarily through a criticism of modern positivism or
empiricism (the terms are used interchangeably), and in particular that
of the Vienna Circle. His argument in one important essay, ‘The latest
attack on metaphysics’ (1937), proceeds on two levels. First, in a
framework of ideas derived from the sociology of knowledge, he
asserts the connection between a style of thought and the situation of
a social group, though unlike Karl Mannheim, for example, he does
not attempt to analyse the precise filiations between thought and
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socio-historical conditions. Thus, he simply claims that ‘neo-romantic
metaphysics and radical positivism alike have their roots in the present
sad state of the middle class’ (Critical Theory: Selected Essays, New
York, Herder & Herder, 1972, p. 140), and again, ‘the entire system
of modern empiricism belongs to the passing world of liberalism’
(ibid., p. 147).

At another level Horkheimer undertakes a criticism of positivism as
a theory of knowledge or philosophy of science, especially in relation
to the social sciences, on three main points: (i) that it treats active
human beings as mere facts and objects within a scheme of
mechanical determinism; (ii) that it conceives the world only as
immediately given in experience, and makes no distinction between
essence and appearance; and (iii) that it establishes an absolute
distinction between fact and value, and hence separates knowledge
from human interests. Horkheimer contrasts with positivism a
‘dialectical theory’, in which ‘individual facts always appear in a
definite connection’, and which ‘seeks to reflect reality in its totality’.
Furthermore, dialectical thought ‘integrates the empirical constituents
into structures of experience which are important…for the historical
interests with which dialectical thought is connected…. When an
active individual of sound common sense perceives the sordid state of
the world, desire to change it becomes the guiding principle by which
he organizes given facts and shapes them into a theory…. Right
thinking depends as much on right willing as right willing on right
thinking’ (ibid., pp. 161–2).[2]

Horkheimer pursued this argument in his best known essay of the
1930s, ‘Traditional and critical theory’ (1937), which should
perhaps be regarded as the founding document, or charter, of the
Frankfurt School. ‘Traditional theory’ is there interpreted as the
implicit or explicit outlook of the modern natural sciences,
expressed in modern philosophy as positivism/empiricism; and
Horkheimer is above all concerned with the diffusion of this
conception of theory in the ‘sciences of man and society [which]
have attempted to follow the lead of the natural sciences’ (ibid., p.
190). The opposed kind of social thought, ‘critical theory’, rejects
the procedure of determining objective facts with the aid of
conceptual systems, from a purely external standpoint, and claims
that ‘the facts, as they emerge from the work of society, are not
extrinsic in the same degree as they are for the savant…critical
thinking…is motivated today by the effort really to transcend the
tension and to abolish the opposition between the individual’s
purposefulness, spontaneity, and rationality, and those work-process
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relationships on which society is built’ (pp. 209–210). But how, in
that case, is critical thought related to experience? Is it anything
more than ‘conceptual poetry’ or an ‘impotent expression of states
of mind’? Marx and Engels had grounded their critical theory in the
situation of the proletariat, which necessarily struggles for
emancipation. But Horkeimer argues (like Lukács in History and
Class Consciousness) that even this situation of the proletariat is ‘no
guarantee of correct knowledge’, for ‘even to the proletariat the
world superficially seems quite different than it really is’ (pp. 213–
14). He does not then draw the conclusion which Lukács, actively
engaged in political life, drew—namely, that a revolutionary party
must bring a correct class consciousness (i.e. correct knowledge) to
the working class from outside—but there is nevertheless some
similarity in their views, for insofar as any very definite conclusion
at all can be derived from Horkheimer’s discussion it is that another
external agent—the critical thinker, or critical school of thought—
has the task of conveying such a consciousness to the working class.

Two aspects of Horkheimer’s original formulation of critical theory
which will be more closely examined in Chapter 3, should be
particularly noted at this stage: first, that his hesitant and somewhat
sceptical evaluation of the role of the working class already gave an
intimation of his later profound pessimism about the existence of any
real emancipatory force in modern society; and second, that the
political significance which he attributed to the work of critical
intellectuals was a reversion to a pre-Marxian conception of the
processes of social change, closely resembling the outlook of the
Young Hegelians, or ‘critical critics’, of the late 1830s and early
1840s, which Marx had derided in The Holy Family.[3] Similar
features, as we shall see, are to be found in the work of Herbert
Marcuse, the other major contributor to the formation of critical
theory in its early stages. In several essays of the 1930s, and especially
in his book Reason and Revolution (1941), Marcuse also expounded a
‘dialectical social theory’ in opposition to a positivist social science,
and made much the same points about the latter as Horkheimer had
done, arguing that ‘positive philosophy tended to equate the study of
society with the study of nature…. Social study was to be a science
seeking social laws, the validity of which was to be analogous to that
of physical laws. Social practice, especially the matter of changing the
social system, was herewith throttled by the inexorable’ (op. cit., p.
343). Where he differed from Horkheimer was in basing the
dialectical theory much more directly upon Hegel’s philosophy, which
constitutes the core of his whole exposition; in transforming Marx’s
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thought more completely into a radical Hegelianism; and in confining
his attention to the origins of positivist philosophy and social science
in the first half of the nineteenth century (in the works of Comte,
Stahl, and von Stein), while ignoring the modern forms of positivism
and related philosophies of science as well as the modern social
sciences.

Adorno’s contribution to the formation of a school of critical
theory is much more ambiguous and obscure. Until 1938 his relations
with the Institute were informal, and his principal interests lay in the
field of culture (particularly music), psychoanalysis, and aesthetic
theory (where he was profoundly influenced by Walter Benjamin).[4]
The philosophical outlook which he developed during this time was
not a ‘dialetical social theory’, but what he later called ‘negative
dialectics’; that is, a criticism of all philosophical positions and social
theories. This appears to be a form of relativism or scepticism, which
denies the possibility of any absolute starting point (‘identity-
principle’) or ultimate basis for human thought, though Adorno
attempted to evade this outcome.[5] At all events his philosophical
stance is very different from that of Horkheimer or Marcuse, both of
whom tried to formulate a positive social theory on the basis of a
Hegelian concept of ‘reason’. Adorno was also much more remote
from Marxism than his colleagues. In his inaugural lecture at the
University of Frankfurt, ‘The actuality of philosophy’ (1931), he
expounded a view of philosophy which claimed to be both
‘dialectical’ and ‘materialist’, but as Buck-Morss comments ‘…it was
not dialectical materialism in any orthodox sense…throughout his life
he differed fundamentally from Marx in that his philosophy never
included a theory of political action’.[6] Moreover, unlike Horkheimer
and Marcuse, who only gradually abandoned their (qualified) belief in
the revolutionary potential of the working class, Adorno seems never
to have given any serious attention to Marx’s economic analysis or his
theory of class, and he rejected entirely the idea of a theory of history,
or ‘science of history’, which is one of the fundamental elements in
Marx’s thought. From his early contact with Lukács’s writings
Adorno retained only ‘the negative level of Ideologiekritik, the
critique of bourgeois class consciousness’,[7] not the programme of
political action founded upon a Hegelian-Marxist interpretation of
history.

Indeed, cultural criticism was to be Adorno’s principal contribution
to critical theory, as became apparent initially in the work which he
wrote with Horkheimer, published as Dialectic of Enlightenment
(1944).[8] The principal theme of the book, formulated in the
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introduction, is the ‘self-destruction of the Enlightenment’—that is, of
reason conceived as a negative, critical treatment of the facts—
through the ‘false clarity’ achieved in scientific thought and the
positivist philosophy of science. This modern, scientific consciousness
is held to be the main source of the cultural decline as a result of
which humanity ‘instead of entering into a truly human condition, is
sinking into a new kind of barbarism’. Hence, in the first part of the
book the criticism of positivism is pursued, and this is now linked with
a criticism of science and technology that foreshadows the later
treatment of them as ‘ideologies’ which make possible and help to
constitute new forms of domination. The contrast with scientific
thought is provided by art, which ‘as an expression of totality…lays
claim to the dignity of the absolute’ (op. cit., p. 19). The second major
essay in the book is devoted to a subject which became one of the
chief preoccupations of the Frankfurt School, namely the ‘culture
industry’, or ‘enlightenment as mass deception’. The argument
deployed here is not that of Marx, according to which ‘the ruling ideas
in every age are the ideas of the ruling class’ and modern technology
might be regarded as having increased the effectiveness with which
these ideas are implanted in society at large (a hypothesis to be tested
by empirical studies), but rather that technology and a technological
consciousness have themselves produced a new phenomenon in the
shape of a uniform and debased ‘mass culture’ which aborts and
silences criticism. Adornos’ conception of this mass culture was a
striking contrast with the view of Benjamin, whose work had
profoundly influenced his aesthetic theory at an earlier stage; for
Benjamin considered that ‘mechanical reproduction’ had
revolutionary implications inasmuch as it tended to destroy the elitist
‘aura’ of art and led to a ‘tremendous shattering of tradition’. The root
of the disagreement between Adorno and Benjamin which developed
in the 1930s was political, as Buck-Morss has shown,[9] for under
Brecht’s influence Benjamin ‘expressed solidarity with the working
class (and with the Communist Party) by affirming the concept of a
collective revolutionary subject’, a concept which Adorno, then and
later, rejected entirely.

The overriding concern of the Frankfurt School with cultural
phenomena—that is, with the manifestations and products of human
consciousness—also involved a particular interest in the individual as
a centre of thought and action, and in psychology, especially in the
form of psychoanalysis. Horkheimer, according to Jay, derived from
his early studies of Kant a ‘sensitivity to the importance of
individuality, as a value never to be submerged entirely under the
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demands of the totality’, and he ‘gave qualified praise to the emphasis
upon the individual in the work of both Dilthey and Nietzsche’.[10]
More generally, Horkheimer was sympathetic to some aspects of
Lebensphilosophie, as it was called in Germany, a form of what
became widely known later as existentialism, which was taking shape
at this time notably in the thought of Jean-Paul Sartre, with an equally
strong emphasis on the individual. There is also a marked affinity with
the earlier preoccupation of Max Weber with the fate of the individual
in modern capitalist society;[11] but it is not apparent that
Horkheimer or other members of the school paid any detailed
attention to Weber’s work before the 1960s, though they were
undoubtedly influenced by it.[12]

Horkheimer also argued, in an essay on history and psychology
published in the first issue of the Institute’s journal, the Zeitschrift für
Sozialforschung, that individual psychology was of great importance
for the understanding of history,[13] and in the same issue another
essay, by Erich Fromm.[14] set out to establish a relation between
psychoanalysis and Marxism by extending Freud’s explanations in
terms of the history of the individual to include the class location of
the family and the historical situation of social classes. In later works
Fromm pursued this aim of constructing a Marxist social psychology
into which a revised Freudian theory could be incorporated, notably in
his model of the ‘social character’, formulated in an appendix to The
Fear of Freedom.[15] By this time, however, Fromm had ceased to
have any connection with the Institute, and his increasingly
sociological (and at the same time more empirical and more Marxist)
reinterpretation of psychoanalysis provoked criticism in due course
from both Adorno and Marcuse.[16]

The principal interest of the Frankfurt School remained in the
sphere of individual psychology, and with the rise of National
Socialism in Germany it became concentrated upon two specific
questions: personality traits in relation to authority, and anti-Semitism.
In the first area the Institute had already initiated research into
workers’ attitudes in the early 1930s (with Fromm as the director of
the project) but this was never published, and the first published study
on the subject of the ‘authoritarian character’ was a collective work,
Studien über Autorität und Familie (Paris, Felix Alcan, 1936), the first
part consisting of three long theoretical essays by Horkheimer,
Fromm, and Marcuse, the second part being a series of fragmentary
empirical studies. There were considerable differences between the
three essays, that of Marcuse (who had only a slight acquaintance with
psychoanalysis at the time) being limited to a historical-philosophical
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discussion of ideas of freedom and authority; but the general approach
of the book was clearly expressed by Horkheimer in the introduction
and in his own essay, where he set out the reasons for concentrating
upon the cultural aspects of modern society—that is, on the formation
of ideas and attitudes—and in particular on the role of the family, and
more recently of other social institutions, in creating an ‘authoritarian
personality’.

In the next stage of the Institute’s work in exile these analyses of
authoritarianism merged into a large-scale project of research, mainly
into anti-Semitism (the Studies in Prejudice) which resulted in the
publication of five related studies, the best known being The
Authoritarian Personality.[17] The latter work had a considerable
influence and gave rise to much further research, most of which,
however, had little or no connection with critical theory.[18] One
notable feature of these studies is the almost exclusive concern with
subjective, psychological explanations of prejudice, so that two critics
of The Authoritarian Personality could object that its authors ‘take the
irrationality out of the social order and impute it to the
respondent’.[19] To such criticisms it may be replied that Horkheimer
and Adorno provided elsewhere a more sociological account of
antiSemitism, particularly in the essay on ‘Elements of anti-Semitism’
in Dialectic of Enlightenment, where they wrote, for example, that
‘bourgeois anti-Semitism has a specific economic reason; the
concealment of domination in production’; but they did not pursue the
subject in any depth, and this essay too is largely concerned with the
formation of (morbid, paranoiac) perceptions and attitudes which can
be interpreted in psychoanalytic terms.

What is most striking of all, however, in the analysis of fascism
(more particularly, National Socialism in Germany) by Horkheimer
and A1dorno is that they virtually identified it with anti-Semitism, or
at least came to view it almost exclusively from this narrow
perspective. In this respect their work is in sharp contrast with a
classic Marxist study of National Socialism, Franz Neumann’s
Behemoth, which concluded that ‘the German economy of today…is
a monopolistic economy—and a command economy. It is a
capitalistic economy, regimented by the totalitarian state. We suggest
as a name best to describe it, ‘Totalitarian Monopoly
Capitalism’.[20] It has sometimes been argued that Neumann
represented a second approach, within the Frankfurt School, to the
study of fascism; but this is misleading, for Neumann was only
briefly a member of the Institute (from 1936 to 1942) and he was
remote in his theoretical orientation—which was much more that of
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classical Marxism, emphasizing the preponderant influence of the
economy, the class structure, and class struggles—from the ideas of
the emerging school of critical theory. Indeed, in Behemoth he
criticized explicitly the analysis of National Socialism made by
Pollock (who belonged to the inner circle of the Frankfurt School),
who defined the regime as one of ‘state capitalism’ in which the profit
motive had been ‘superseded by the power motive’,[21] and regarded
it as a ‘new order’ in which technical rationality had become the
guiding principle of society.[22] Thus within a body of thought which
was broadly Marxist, or at least derived from Marxism, two very
different conceptions of National Socialism were formulated: that of
Neumann which regarded the totalitarian regime as corresponding
with a particular stage in the economic development of capitalism,
its late monopoly stage; and that of Horkheimer and Pollock which
treated it rather as a new type of society, characterized by the
‘primacy of politics’ over the economy, and by domination exercised
through ‘technological rationality’ and through the exploitation of
irrational sentiments and attitudes among the mass of the population
(e.g. anti-Semitism).[23]

The Studies in Prejudice were empirical investigations, and as we
have seen, Horkheimer, on becoming director of the Institute, had
launched an empirical study of workers’ attitudes in Germany. In
exile the question of the relation between critical theory and
empirical research emerged in a more acute form, for the
development of a distinctive school of social theory, hostile to
positivism/empiricism, took place in an environment in which the
social sciences were oriented primarily to empirical investigations.
To a great extent the leading members of the Institute remained aloof
from the mainstream of American social science, as they were able
to do by virtue of their independent financial endowment. Thus, for
example, their journal, the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung continued
to be published mainly in German until 1939 (when it became
Studies in Philosophy and Social Science), and they maintained
close links with Europe, and especially with Germany, so far as the
circumstances allowed. Nonetheless, members of the Institute did
eventually become involved in empirical research in various ways—
particularly through the relationship with Paul Lazarsfeld, and
through the Studies in Prejudice project[24]—and they were obliged
to consider more directly the relation between theory and research in
the framework of a scheme of thought which asserted the primacy of
theory.
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It cannot be said that this question was explored in any great detail,
or in a systematic way, by members of the school during its formative
period. Aside from a brief and not particularly illuminating contrast
drawn by Horkheimer between ‘the traditional inductive method’ and
the method proper to critical theory, which ‘should seek the universal
within the particular’,[25] there was, in fact, little attempt to relate the
theory of society as expounded in Dialectic of Enlightenment to the
Institute’s empirical research, which seems to have been confined to a
separate sphere, and was motivated partly by the preoccupation with
anti-Semitism, partly by a financial crisis which made it imperative to
obtain a grant if the Institute were to survive.[26] Only much later did
Adorno—whose contributions to The Authoritarian Personality raised
no important theoretical questions—expound more fully his position
in relation to empirical research, notably in his reflections on his
experiences as a European scholar in America[27] and in his
contributions to the ‘debate about positivism’.[28] These works,
however, belong to the following period, the ‘golden age’ of the
Frankfurt School, and they will be examined in that broader context in
the next chapter.

By the end of the 1940s the lineaments of a new social theory, or
social philosophy, had been presented in two major texts, Dialectic of
Enlightenment and Marcuse’s Reason and Revolution, and in a number
of essays, which made clear its central preoccupations. A pre-eminent
place was occupied by the criticism and rejection of positivism/
empiricism, and more broadly of any conception of a ‘science of
society’, to which was opposed a philosophical idea of ‘reason’, as
capable of discovering the essence of phenomena by contrast with
‘appearances’ or mere facticity. Reason was also conceived, in a
generally Hegelian sense, as being intimately connected with freedom;
from this standpoint, therefore, knowledge of the world and the
determination of authentic values coincide, or as Horkheimer expressed
it ‘right thinking’ and ‘right willing’ go together in a relationship of
mutual support.

The critique of positivism (or better, ‘scientism’) then merged into
a critical assessment of ‘scientific and technological rationality’ as a
new form of domination, characteristic of the late capitalist, or more
broadly, the advanced industrial societies of the twentieth century.
This was one side of the Frankfurt School’s growing emphasis upon
ideology as a (if not the) major force sustaining domination, and
hence upon the criticism of ideology as a major factor in the process
of emancipation. The other side was the analysis and criticism of
‘irrational’ beliefs and attitudes in modern society, especially in the
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form of anti-Semitism. The preoccupation with these questions also
reinforced the school’s interest in the psychology of the individual,
and in psychoanalytic theory, as a necessary element in any study of
the relation between social conditions and social movements; more
particularly in considering either the failure of the working class to
become a revolutionary force, or the rise of fascist movements.

During its formative period, and still more in its later phases, the
Frankfurt School detached itself increasingly from Marx’s theory and
from classical Marxism, abandoning large (and crucial) parts of that
theory, but without embarking upon a systematic critical confrontation
with it. Only at a still later date, above all in the work of Habermas,
was Marx’s own theory subjected to a rigorous critical scrutiny and
reconstruction; but this belongs to a distinct post-Marxist, post-
Frankfurt School phase of critical theory which will be the subject of
a later chapter.
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2
The High Tide of

Critical Theory

After its return to Frankfurt in 1950 the Institute was entirely
dominated by the ideas of Horkheimer and Adorno; more particularly
the latter, since Horkheimer was frequently absent between 1954 and
1959 as a visiting professor at the University of Chicago, and retired
in 1959. In its revived form the Institute assumed the character of a
well-defined school of thought, pre-eminently a school of philosophy
and of aesthetic theory, these being Adorno’s own primary interests.
Its distinctive orientation is evident also in the work of the second
generation of scholars associated with it, the most prominent of
whom—Jürgen Habermas, Alfred Schmidt, Albrecht Wellmer—were
all philosophers. Among the older members of the institute who
remained in the USA Marcuse at least can likewise be considered as a
leading figure in the new school, although differences between its
European and American adherents emerged later, especially with
regard to political action.

The philosophical character of the School became steadily more
pronounced through the 1950s and 1960s, notwithstanding the fact
that Adorno, on first returning to Germany, had advocated the use of
empirical methods (though not in order to test theories) and had
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argued that sociology should no longer be regarded as a
Geisteswissenschaft (a cultural science) to be pursued by the
interpretation of ‘meaning’. [1] By the time of his paper at the Fourth
World Congress of Sociology in 1959 Adorno had resumed his
criticism of what he called a ‘non-philosophical’ (and in this specific
sense ‘non-theoretical’) sociology, which ‘in terms of its mere
structure of categories, elevates the simple reproduction of what exists
to an ideal…. Positivism is an attitude which not only clings to what is
given, but takes a positive view of it’; [2] and the attack upon
positivism became the leitmotiv of his work for the next decade.

The criticism of positivism and empiricism, and the attempt to
formulate an alternative epistemology and methodology for social
theory, provided not only the foundation, but also a large part of the
substance of the Frankfurt School’s theory of society over three
decades, from Horkheimer’s essay on traditional and critical theory in
1937 to the debate about positivism in 1969, and it is this central core
of their doctrine which must now be more closely examined. In broad
outline, their criticism had three distinct aspects, which I shall
consider in turn: first, that positivism is an inadequate and misleading
approach which does not, and cannot, attain a true conception or
understanding of social life; second, that by attending only to what
exists it sanctions the present social order, obstructs any radical
change, and leads to political quietism; third, that it is intimately
connected with, and is indeed a major factor in sustaining, or
producing, a new form of domination, namely ‘technocratic
domination’.

In criticizing positivism as a theory of knowledge and philosophy
of science the Frankfurt School thinkers operated with a rather
imprecise and variable notion of the object of their criticism. [3] Thus
Marcuse, in Reason and Revolution, concentrated his attention on the
positivism of Comte (and its German counterpart in the works of
F.J.Stahl and Lorenz von Stein), as ‘a conscious reaction against the
critical and destructive tendencies of French and German
rationalism’;[4] in short, as a counter-revolutionary doctrine.
Horkheimer, in his two major essays published in 1937 [5] criticized
positivism more comprehensively as a philosophy of science,
especially in the form of the ‘logical positivism’ or ‘logical
empiricism’ of the Vienna Circle. His criticism was directed broadly
against all versions of ‘scientism’ (i.e. against the idea of a universal
scientific method, common to the natural and the social sciences,
which was expressed by members of the Vienna Circle in the project
of a ‘unified science’), [6] and in particular against its claim that
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science is ‘the knowledge and the theory’ and its disparagement of
philosophy ‘…that is, every critical attitude towards science’. He
continued by saying that ‘it is true that any position which is
manifestly irreconcilable with definite scientific views must be
considered false…[but] constructive thought brings together
conceptions of various disciplines [and] weaves them into the right
pattern for the given situation. This positive connection with science
does not mean that the language of science is the true and proper form
of knowledge…it is naive and bigoted to think and speak only in the
language of science’. [7] Horkheimer’s contrast between traditional
and critical theory begins from the conception of science as a social
activity. The traditional idea of theory corresponds to the scientific
activity of the savant within the division of labour ‘which takes place
alongside all the other activities of a society, but in no immediately
clear connection with them [and] the real social function of science is
not made manifest’; this ‘false consciousness of the bourgeois savant
in the liberal era’ is expressed in diverse philosophies of science,
especially in the Neo-Kantianism of the Marburg school. [8] Thinkers
who adopt the ‘critical attitude’, on the other hand, recognize ‘the
two-sided character of the social totality in its present form’, the
antagonisms, particularly class conflicts, within it, and while they
‘identify themselves with this totality and conceive it as will and
reason’ they also ‘experience the fact that society is comparable to
non-human natural processes, to pure mechanisms, because cultural
forms which are supported by war and oppression are not the creations
of a unified, self-conscious will’. [9] Hence, ‘critical acceptance of the
categories which rule social life contains simultaneously their
condemnation’, [10] and the aim of critical theory becomes manifest
as the transformation of society and human emancipation. This
attempt to synthesize knowledge and purpose, theoretical and practical
reason, became and remained a fundamental philosophical position of
the Frankfurt School, and the ground of its criticism of the positivist
separation of ‘fact’ and ‘value’.

Horkheimer then went on to consider the relation between
traditional and critical theory from another aspect: ‘If a theoretical
procedure [critical theory] does not take the form of determining
objective facts with the help of the simplest and most differentiated
conceptual systems available, what can it be but an aimless intellectual
game, half conceptual poetry, half impotent expression of states of
mind?’ [11] His way of resolving this problem, identical with that of
Lukács (and the profound influence of Lukács’s History and Class
Consciousness is evident throughout this section of the essay), is to
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argue that the emancipatory concern of critical theory has its basis in
the situation of the proletariat in modern society; and the qualification
he introduces, that even the situation of the proletariat is no guarantee
of correct knowledge, also does not diverge from the view of Lukács,
who distinguished between the ‘empirical class consciousness’ of the
proletariat (which might well be false) and a ‘correct class
consciousness’ (which had to be brought to it from outside).
Horkheimer expressed this idea by saying that the real social function
of the critical theorist emerges when he and his work ‘are seen as
forming a dynamic unity with the oppressed class, so that his
presentation of societal contradictions is not merely an expression of
the concrete historical situation but also a force within it to stimulate
change’.[12] The fundamental difference between Lukács and
Horkheimer was that while the former specified a precise social
location for this dynamic unity in the revolutionary party (admittedly
an ‘ideal’ party which was in stark contrast with the actual Bolshevik
party of which he was a member), the latter gave no indication at all of
where the interaction between thinker and class would take place
(surely not in the University and its research institutes?). And by the
1950s when Horkheimer (like other Frankfurt School thinkers) had
lost completely his vestigial belief in the revolutionary potential of the
working class, critical theory appeared to lack any ground whatsoever
in actual social life, and he was led eventually, as we shall see, to
adopt a religious justification of it.

In these early essays Horkheimer also formulated a number of
specific criticisms of logical positivism [13] which became generally
held tenets of the Frankfurt School: namely, that verification through
perception, ‘the alpha and omega of empiricism’, is an inadequate
principle, which indicates the ‘increasing shallowness of bourgeois
thought’; that positivism involves an accumulation of ‘solitary facts’,
more or less arbitrarily ‘selected from the infinite number that
present themselves’; and that positivism makes no distinction
between the surface appearance of things and their core or ‘essence’.
‘The facts of science and science itself, he concluded, ‘are but
segments of the life process of society, and in order to understand
the significance of facts or of science generally one must possess the
key to the historical situation, the right social theory’. [14]
Furthermore, this ‘right social theory’ depends crucially, as I noted
earlier (p. 16 above), upon ‘right willing’. Some of the criticisms of
modern positivism sketched by Horkheimer were of course also
taken up in a more thorough and systematic way in other
philosophies of science, that of Popper, for example, and more
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recently by structuralists and realists, but the Frankfurt School
contribution to these later debates was slight until the work of
Habermas (which will be discussed in the next chapter).

Adorno, in his essays of the 1950s and 1960s, [15] largely repeated
the criticisms of positivism already formulated by Horkheimer, and in
particular those directed against its preoccupation with ‘facts’ (i.e.
superficial phenomena) and its alleged ‘positive’ evaluation of the
existing state of society. However, in one late text, his introduction to
the ‘debate about positivism’,[16] which was originally supposed to
be a debate between him and Popper, [17] Adorno introduced some
new elements into critical theory. In response to Popper’s well-
founded objection that he had never been a ‘positivist’, but a critic of
the positivism of the Vienna Circle from a realist standpoint, Adorno
proposed to refer to his conception as ‘scientistic’, but he did not go
on to examine the various forms of, or arguments for, ‘scientism’, and
indeed he paid little further attention to Popper’s theses about the
tasks of the theoretical social sciences. Instead, he embarked upon a
discussion of ontology and epistemology, rather than the philosophy
of science or methodology, from the standpoint of his conception of
‘negative dialectics’. [18] A discussion of Adorno’s philosophical
views lies outside the scope of the present book, [19] and I shall
consider them here only in their bearing upon the idea of a critical
theory of society. From this point of view Adorno’s thought introduces
several very important modifications of the Frankfurt School theory as
Horkheimer had expounded it. In the first place, critical theory is now
represented as being purely critical, incapable of formulating any
positive conceptions at all (for example, a positive alternative to the
existing society) since any such formulation would involve ‘identity-
thinking’ (i.e. the assertion of an absolute starting-point for
philosophy, and more particularly with regard to epistemology, a
conception of the world as a constellation of empirical objects which
can be adequately grasped by means of appropriate concepts). Second,
the notion of ‘totality’, which was crucial in Horkheimer’s thought
(one of his criticisms of positivism being that it did not situate
individual facts within a totality as did critical theory), is now rejected
as another manifestation of identity-thinking; in Adorno’s phrase, ‘the
whole is untrue’. Whether Adorno’s philosophy is free from self-
contradiction is not an issue to be pursued here. [20] What is clear, at
all events, is that it tends towards scepticism, and is quite
incompatible, not only with Marxism (for Marx undeniably
formulated a positive theory of history and a theory of capitalist
society, which he believed to be well grounded), but with any kind of
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systematic social theory. Adorno’s late philosophy signals the
beginning of the decline of the Frankfurt School.

The second theme in the Frankfurt School criticism of positivism is
that of the connection between a positivist philosophy of science (or
more broadly a positivist ‘world view’) and an acceptance of the
status quo. It is difficult to interpret the argument on this point, and
indeed the claim that there is a connection is asserted rather than
argued, from the early expositions of critical theory up to the period of
its maturity. Should we, for example, take the relation to be a logical
one, in the sense that a positivistically conceived social science
necessarily entails a specific (in some way conservative) view of
politics? This question was never clearly posed or analysed by the
Frankfurt School, but it is not difficult to see the weaknesses in a
claim such as that of Marcuse, that ‘a science seeking social laws’
would inexorably throttle ‘social practice, especially the matter of
changing the social system’. [21] For Marx not only sought, but
formulated, social laws which specified the structural contradictions
and social antagonisms in capitalist society (and in preceding forms of
society), and the inherent tendencies to change. From this aspect it
may be said that the link between critical theory and Marxism became
increasingly tenuous, and a later work explicitly rejected the ‘latent
positivism’ of Marx’s theory; [22] but it can scarcely be claimed that
Marx’s ‘positivism’ was associated with a conservative view of
politics (though of course he may have misunderstood the logic of his
own theory and held beliefs which were in fact incompatible).

In the later development of the Frankfurt School’s conception of
the relation between positivism and politics what came to be most
strongly emphasized was the idea of a ‘scientific politics’ (excluding
value judgements or any consideration of inequalities of power) which
was allegedly entailed by a positivist philosophy of science. This
‘scientization’ of politics is examined in several essays by Habermas
in the late 1960s, [23] but it is there treated more as the direct
consequence of the economic and social importance of science and
technology, rather than of a theory of science, and I shall consider it
from this point of view below. The most systematic analysis of the
conceptual link between positivism and scientific politics (or a ‘social
engineering’ conception of political practice) is to be found, not in the
principal works of the Frankfurt School in this period, but in a later
study by Brian Fay, [24] who, while sympathetic to critical theory,
also attempts to construct a different model of a critical social science
which incorporates some elements of positivism (e.g. its intention to
discover quasi-causal laws). Fay’s argument, very briefly summarized,
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is that ‘the possibility of technical control, far from having a
contingent relationship to science, is indeed part of the framework
which constitutes the very possibility of scientific activity’, and hence
‘a positivist conception of the knowledge of social life contains within
itself an instrumentalist-engineering conception of the relation of this
knowledge to social action’.[25] This kind of argument is in turn
criticized by Russell Keat, who propounds the view that ‘neither
scientism nor the positivist view of science entail the possibility of a
scientific politics, since both are consistent with the claim that
political decisions cannot be made solely by reference to scientific
knowledge’. [26]

These controversies, however, belong to the post-Frankfurt School
era, in which new philosophies of science and much more subtle and
discriminating conceptions of positivism were elaborated, and they
will be more closely considered, also in relation to the work of
Habermas, in a later chapter. In the present context, what should be
noted further is that whereas the idea of ‘scientific politics’ (as an
outcome of positivism) was equated by the Frankfurt School thinkers
with conservative politics, or the defence of the status quo, the same
idea, oddly enough, could be presented by a conservative theorist,
F.A.Hayek, as a form of socialist politics. Hayek’s essays of 1941–44,
[27] which were largely responsible for diffusing the terms ‘scientism’
and ‘scientistic’ in the English speaking world, [28] set out a criticism
of the objectivism, collectivism and historicism of the scientific
approach, and went on to consider the practical attitudes which
‘spring from’ these theoretical views; in particular the demand for
conscious control of social processes (‘social engineering’ and
‘socialist planning’) which he considered incompatible with the
maintenance of a ‘free society’, the basis of which could only be the
individualism of a capitalist economy. It is beyond the scope of this
book to consider whether Hayek succeeds any better than the
Frankfurt School in establishing a logical connection between a
philosophy of science and a particular political practice. What is
evident is, on one side, the diversity of possible interpretations of what
scientism is and implies, and on the other, certain common elements in
their thought, notably the idea that a new type of domination is
emerging in modern societies which is in some way connected with
the pre-eminence of science and technology.

We have next to consider, therefore, whether the Frankfurt School,
if it did not succeed in demonstrating a strict conceptual link between
scientism and a political practice which reproduces the existing
society, was able to show that there is a psychological and/ or
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sociological connection. This would involve demonstrating, in
psychological terms, that those who adopt a scientistic view are also
disposed to be. politically conservative or acquiescent, and vice versa;
but little attempt was made to establish the existence of such a
relationship, and the hypothesis seems indeed implausible. In
sociological terms, it would be necessary to show that the social
location of different intellectual groups inclined them to be scientistic/
conservative or the reverse, but again little analysis of this kind was
attempted, and it was in fact the Frankfurt School itself which was
subsequently examined from this point of view. Jay compares its
leading members with the German ‘mandarins’, the educated elite
studied by Ringer, [29] and observes that ‘Like the mandarins and
unlike more orthodox socialists, they wrote works permeated more
with a sense of loss and decline than with expectation and hope. They
also shared the mandarins’ distaste for mass society and the utilitarian,
positivistic values it fostered.’ [30] In this respect their attitudes
resembled those of Tönnies and Max Weber towards industrial
capitalism.

It may also be said of the school’s association of scientism with
political conservatism or acquiescence that their own anti-scientism
did not for the most part save them from a passivity which acquired
increasingly conservative overtones. Lukács described their situation
by saying that ‘many of the leading German intellectuals, including
Adorno, have installed themselves in this “Grand Hotel Abyss” which
I have described elsewhere in connection with Schopenhauer: “It is a
hotel provided with every modern comfort, but resting on the edge of
the abyss, of nothingness, of the absurd. The daily contemplation of
the abyss, in between the excellent meals and artistic entertainments,
can only enhance the residents’ enjoyment of this superlative
comfort”’ [31] Lukács’s judgement may be excessively harsh, but it is
undeniably the case that, with the exception of Marcuse, no leading
member of the Frankfurt School took any active part in, or gave
support to, a radical political movement, and that both Adorno and
Horkheimer quickly dissociated themselves from the student
movement of the late 1960s, which some of their own writings may be
thought to have encouraged. The Frankfurt School thus came to
resemble, as Jay also remarks, [32] Mannheim’s ‘free-floating
intellectuals’, poised above the mêlée.

A sociological account of scientism was first briefly sketched in
Horkheimer’s essays of the 1930s, where it is treated as a form of
bourgeois thought which corresponds in some way with ‘modern
methods of production’. In this account critical theory was still
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closely attached, in principle, to Marx’s analysis of the economy and
the class structure as constituting the real basis of social life,[33] and
at the same time paid attention to more recent phenomena—the
growth of monopoly, the rise of industrial magnates and managers—
which had been extensively studied by other Marxists. Gradually,
however, the emphasis changed. In Dialectics of Enlightenment it is
not so much scientism as a philosophy of science, and an element of
bourgeois thought, but science and technology themselves, and the
‘technological consciousness’ or ‘instrumental reason’ which they
diffuse throughout society (or which somehow accompanies their
development) that are now seen as the principal factor in the
maintenance of domination. At the same time, domination ceases to
be regarded as domination by a particular class, for the class
structure of capitalist society, and the conflict between classes, as
Marx depicted them, are no longer conceived as important features
of the modern Western societies. As Marcuse expressed it in One
Dimensional Man: ‘In the capitalist world, they [bourgeoisie and
proletariat] are still the basic classes. However, the capitalist
development has altered the structure and function of these two
classes in such a way that they no longer appear to be agents of
historical transformation. An overriding interest in the preservation
and improvement of the institutional status quo unites the former
antagonists in the most advanced areas of contemporary society.’
Adorno’s thought on the subject is more fragmentary and
ambiguous. In an earlier essay on the theory of class, written during
the National Socialist period, he had argued that the ‘oppressed can
no longer experience themselves as a class’, that instead of the
nature of class society becoming absolutely clear it has been
mystified by the mass society in which it has culminated, and that
the proletariat, contrary to Marx’s theory, has become ‘socially
impotent’.[34] From this standpoint, evidently, class conflict cannot
be the driving force of history (at any rate of recent history), which
must be sought rather in whatever it is that has brought into
existence the ‘mass society’. But in an essay of the 1960s Adorno
insists that the present-day Western societies (and also those of
Eastern Europe) are still class societies, and that the antagonisms
within them could at any time destroy organized society in a total
catastrophe.[35] Yet later in the same essay he seems to deny this
possibility by claiming that in these rationalized societies, and under
the influence of the ‘culture industry’, human beings ‘have come to
identify themselves (triumph of integration!), even in their innermost
patterns of behaviour, with what happens to them’. Again, in his
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opening address to the German Sociological Conference of 1968,
on the theme of whether modern societies should be characterized
as ‘late capitalism’ or ‘industrial society’,[36] Adorno, after
observing that, while classes still exist, there is no working class
consciousness, went on to question some of Marx’s basic
conceptions—surplus value, pauperization, the influence of productive
forces on the relations of production—and then pursued an
argument which led to the conclusion that ‘the system’ has become
independent of all the members of society, including those in the
commanding positions, driven on by the impersonal forces of
technological rationality.

This view of the power of technological rationality is stated most
fully and systematically, however, in Marcuse’s One-Dimensional
Man, especially in Chapter 6 on the ‘logic of domination’. The
underlying conception, which became a distinctive tenet of the
Frankfurt School in its heyday, is that the domination of nature
through science and technology necessarily gives rise to a new form of
domination of human beings: ‘Society reproduced itself in a growing
technical ensemble of things and relations which included the
technical utilization of men—in other words, the struggle for existence
and the exploitation of man and nature became ever more scientific
and rational’ (p. 146). Marcuse goes on to argue that ‘the science of
nature develops under the technological a priori which projects nature
as potential instrumentality [and]…the technological a priori is a
political a priori inasmuch as the transformation of nature involves
that of man, and inasmuch as the “man-made creations” issue from
and re-enter a societal ensemble’ (pp. 153–4); and finally, that
‘technological rationality thus protects rather than cancels the
legitimacy of domination’ (pp. 158–9) .[37]

There is an unmistakable affinity between this idea of the
dominance of technological rationality and Max Weber’s notion of the
process of ‘rationalization’ of the modern world; and it has often been
remarked that the Frankfurt School thinkers were increasingly
influenced by Weber’s thought (although, with the exception of
Marcuse’s essay of 1964,[38] they made only brief references to it), to
such an extent indeed that some have interpreted the development of
Frankfurt School theory in the 1950s and 1960s as a passage from a
Marxian to a Weberian conception of the historical tendencies
inherent in advanced industrial societies. The similarities between the
Frankfurt School and Weberian interpretations have two principal
aspects. First, technological rationality or rationalization are depicted
as abstract forces shaping society which are beyond human control; in
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some way the inner logic of the system created by science and rational
administration works itself out behind the backs of individuals or
particular social groups, and it does so whatever the apparent form of
the society (whether it is, for example, ‘capitalist’ or ‘socialist’,
‘totalitarian’ or ‘democratic’).[39] In this sense, the concept of
‘industrial society’ is substituted for that of ‘capitalist society’, and it
depends, as Maclntyre noted, upon ‘a fairly crude technological
determinism’.[40] Thus Marcuse, in his essay on Weber, argues that
‘not only the application of technology but technology itself is
domination (of nature and men)—methodical, scientific, calculated,
calculating control. Specific purposes and interests of domination are
not foisted upon technology “subsequently” and from the outside;
they enter the very construction of the technical apparatus.’[41] True,
Marcuse continues by saying that ‘technology is always a historical-
social project; in it is projected what a society and its ruling interests
intend to do with men and things’;[42] but the notion of ‘ruling
interests’ is left unanalysed and vague, and there is no indication
whether these are the interests of the bourgeoisie (that is, of capital) or
of some other identifiable social group.

The second major similarity between Weber and the Frankfurt
School is to be found in the bleak pessimism that emerges from their
interpretations of modern industrial society. If Weber was, in
Mommsen’s words, ‘a liberal in despair’ [43] then the thinkers of the
Frankfurt School, or at any rate Marcuse, can perhaps be described as
‘radicals in despair’. For Weber the more or less inexorable extension
of rationalization and intellectualization meant that society would
come to be dominated by purely instrumental social relationships; it
would be an ‘iron cage’, a state of ‘mechanized petrifaction’, stifling
individual creativity and personal values. Against this threat Weber
saw no real and effective defence, only a despairing attempt to
maintain some individual values in the purely private sphere, and just
possibly the emergence of a charismatic leader who would prove
capable of accomplishing a ‘transvaluation of all values’ (in
Nietzsche’s sense) and setting social life upon a new course.
Marcuse’s pessimism (and especially that of Horkheimer in relation to
the fate of the individual, which will be discussed later) is of much the
same kind. It is technological rationalization (i.e. instrumental reason)
which dominates social life, and there are few if any forces to oppose
it; Marcuse concludes One-Dimensional Man by saying that ‘the
critical theory of society was, at the time of its origin, confronted with
the presence of real forces…in the established society which moved
(or could be guided to move) toward more rational and freer
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institutions…These were the empirical grounds on which the theory
was erected…Without the demonstration of such forces…“liberation
of inherent possibilities” no longer adequately expresses the historical
alternative’ (pp. 254–5). If indeed there is an alternative. Unlike
Weber, Marcuse does not see as even a remote possibility of
opposition to the ‘administered society’ the preservation by
individuals of a private sphere of values (though Horkheimer was
more inclined to this view); the only chance of a revolutionary
opposition, and it is a very slight chance, is to be found in the
substratum of society, among ‘the outcasts and outsiders, the exploited
and persecuted of other races and other colours, the unemployed and
the unemployable’. Later on in the 1960s, however, with the rise of
new radical movements, Marcuse became somewhat more
optimistic; for the revolutionary forces now seemed larger, including
students, exploited ethnic minorities, and the peasant masses of the
Third World.

The despairing outlook of the Frankfurt School in its last phase
derives, in a formal sense, from an analysis of modern Western
society, but it should also be seen against the wider background of a
current of social thought (especially prominent in Germany) which,
from the end of the nineteenth century, expressed not only opposition
to positivism as a theory of science, but a general hostility to science
and technology as such, in terms of their social and cultural
consequences. Thus Hughes, in his study of European thought
between 1890 and 1930,[44] observes that the revolt against
positivism was associated with a questioning of the cult of material
progress, and a protest against the ‘mechanization of life’, which
found one kind of expression in neo-romanticism, the
Lebensphilosophie, and the reassertion of ‘spiritual’ values, another in
Max Weber’s gloomy reflections on the rationalization and
‘disenchantment’ of the world. Subsequently, the convulsions and
destruction caused by the First World War, the experience of the
National Socialist regime in Germany, the domination and division of
the world since 1945 by superpowers increasingly involved in a
nuclear arms race, all contributed cumulatively to the sense of cultural
loss and decline, and of mounting irrationality.

The Frankfurt School was deeply embedded in this tradition of
thought, and its growing influence in the 1960s was undoubtedly
connected with the renewal, in a variety of forms, and particularly in
some sections of the middle class, of the revulsion against
technological and bureaucratic rationalization. At the same time, its
criticism of modern society was purportedly founded upon an analysis
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of the nature of this society, most fully and explicitly presented in
Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man. What this analysis claims to show
is that the two main classes in capitalist society—bourgeoisie and
proletariat—have disappeared as effective historical agents; hence
there is, on one side, no dominant class, but instead domination by an
impersonal power (‘scientific-technological rationality’) and on the
other side, no opposing class, for the working class has been
assimilated and pacified, not only through high mass consumption but
in the rationalized process of production itself. Marcuse, however,
does not base his analysis upon an empirical study, or upon a careful
assessment of the available evidence; he refers vaguely to a ‘vast
sociological and psychological literature’, but concludes that ‘perhaps
the most telling evidence can be obtained simply by looking at
television or listening to the AM radio for one consecutive hour for a
couple of days, not shutting off the commercials, and now and then
switching the station’ (p. xvii). The book consists of philosophical
reflections upon advanced industrial society in the USA, repeating the
arguments of Reason and Revolution in a more popular form, and
perhaps achieving no more than what Horkheimer referred to as an
‘impotent expression of states of mind’. In particular, it may be noted
how far the broad generalizations depend upon an interpretation of a
peculiarly American experience of culturally debased commercial
radio and television, and of the absence of a politically organized
working class since before the First World War.[45]

Nevertheless, Marcuse’s ideas evoked a brief response in the
American student movement of the late 1960s, with its opposition to
‘the system’; and to some extent in the student movements of
various European countries. But the social movements of that time
were all influenced by much wider-ranging and more diverse
analyses of the changing class structure and of the significance of
technocracy and bureaucracy, to which sociologists made a notable
contribution. Following Weber’s account of the inexorable spread of
rationalized production and administration there first emerged a
theory of the ‘managerial revolution’[46] and the early discussions
of technocracy ,[47] and then more comprehensive studies of
‘industrial society’ and ‘post-industrial society’. The conservative
interpretation of these phenomena, for example in the writings of
Raymond Aron and Daniel Bell,[48] emphasized above all the
gradual obliteration of major class differences (which could also be
regarded as the emergence of predominantly ‘middle class’
societies), the moderation or virtual elimination of class conflict, and
the associated decline of ‘ideologies’ as Aron defined them: ‘total
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systems of interpretation of the historic—political world’ (the
principal example of such an ideology being, of course, Marxism).
The radical interpretation, notably in the writings of Alain
Touraine,[49] while claiming that the class structure of nineteenth-
century capitalism has been profoundly transformed, argues that a
new fundamental rift has appeared in the Western societies (and with
due regard to the different context, also in the socialist societies of
Eastern Europe) ,[50] and that new kinds of conflict (exemplified by
the actions of social movements, and the reaction against them, since
the late 1960s) have partly replaced, partly subsumed, the old style
class conflicts. In Touraine’s view the major groups engaged in
conflict in post-industrial societies (which can also be called
‘technocratic’ or ‘programmed’ societies) are no longer the bourgeoisie
and the working class, but on one side those who command the
structures of economic and political decision-making, and on the other,
those who have been reduced to a condition of dependent participation
(though the former group of course includes the large owners of capital
and the latter includes the industrial workers).

The work of Marxist sociologists diverges significantly from both
conservative and radical interpretations of ‘post-industrial society’, as
well as from Marcuse’s analysis (which is close to the conservative
view in many respects) by its emphasis upon the continuing
dominance of capital (more particularly in the form of large
corporations and multinationals) and upon the major importance of
the traditional labour movement as an agency of social transformation.
These sociologists do, of course, take account of the substantial
changes in capitalist society during the twentieth century; on one side
through the centralization and concentration of capital and the growth
of state intervention in the economy, and on the other side, through the
(partly related) changes in the class structure, involving particularly
the social situation and consciousness of the working class and the
growth of the middle class. There are many differences of view among
Marxists about the interpretation of these processes of change within
capitalism,[51] but at the same time much common ground in the
recognition of the crucial and continuing importance of the relation
between capital and labour, and its political expression in diverse
forms of class struggle, conflict between parties, and the actions of
social movements. By contrast with these numerous investigations of
‘industrial society’ or ‘late capitalism’ by Marxist and non-Marxist
sociologists, it is the absence of any serious and detailed analysis of
the capitalist economy, of the class structure, and of the development
of political parties and movements which makes the Frankfurt School
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studies of modern society now seem extraordinarily narrow and
inadequate.

We have next to consider a second major theme in the thought of
the Frankfurt School—the preoccupation with the fate of the
individual in present-day society—which was itself closely related to
the idea of domination by ‘scientific-technological rationality’ and
also had an evident affinity with the concerns of Max Weber in his
later writings. As I noted earlier (p. 19 above) Horkheimer was from
the outset committed to the value of individuality, and he reasserted
this commitment, though in a more pessimistic vein,[52] reminiscent
of Weber, in essays and interviews of the last decade of his life. Faced
with what he saw as ‘the trend to a rationalized, automated, totally
manged world’, in an age which ‘tends to eliminate every vestige of
even a relative autonomy for the individual’,[53] Horkheimer could
now see no way of opposing this trend, and protecting, or where
possible extending, ‘the limited and ephemeral freedom of the
individual’ except by the assertion of a religious ‘yearning for the
wholly other’.[54] By the end of his life indeed Horkheimer had
ceased to be a ‘critical theorist’ and had moved to some kind of
religious thought. He set Kant and Hegel above Marx, and in the
words of Gumnior and Ringguth ‘saw the greatness of the German
idealists in their affinity with Jewish religiosity and Jewish
thought’.[55] Horkheimer himself formulated his later views on
religious thought by saying that what is important in theology is ‘the
consciousness that the world is “appearance”, that it is not the absolute
truth or ultimate end’,[56] and that ‘I do not believe there is any
philosophy that I could accept which does not include a theological
element’.[57]

Adorno and Marcuse had an equally despairing view of the
situation of the individual in modern society, but they responded to it
in rather different ways. Marcuse, as we have seen, retained a vestigial
hope that new revolutionary forces would emerge inside this society,
and in his philosophical reinterpretation of Freud[58] he argued that
with the overcoming of material scarcity in the advanced industrial
societies the conditions had been established for human beings to
attain the goal of happiness through sexual liberation and the
supremacy of the ‘pleasure principle’, conceived as the basis of a
comprehensive emancipation affecting all social relations. Adorno,
however, saw the possibility of liberating the individual from
domination neither in the rise of new oppositional groups, nor in
sexual liberation, but rather in the work of the ‘authentic’ artist, who
confronts the given reality with intimations of what it could be.
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Authentic art has therefore a subversive potential, and Adorno
contrasts it, as a superior form of cognition—a future-oriented pursuit
of truth—with science, which only reflects the existing reality.[59]

From a sociological perspective two questions have to be posed
about the Frankfurt School thinkers’ view of the condition of the
individual in advanced industrial society. The first is whether their
account is descriptively true. Here we encounter a familiar difficulty,
for there is no attempt to establish empirically that significant
changes have occurred; at most there is the assertion of a contrast
with the supposedly autonomous bourgeois individual of liberal
capitalist society. It is doubtful whether this sweeping distinction
itself can be upheld, at any rate in more than a tentative way, without
numerous qualifications (not least in respect of the differences
between nations and national traditions), and any attempt to
establish it more convincingly would require the kind of thorough
historical research which the Frankfurt School consistently
eschewed. More important still is the fact that the entire discussion
centres upon the bourgeois individual. The Frankfurt School thinkers
paid no attention to the growth of freedom and autonomy after 1945
for a large proportion of the population in the industrial countries,
which resulted from changes in the balance of social power, modest
no doubt, but real, between labour and capital, with the extension of
welfare services and education, full employment, and the greater
strength of trade unions. The mundane, but very important freedoms,
including a considerable expansion of leisure time, gained in this
period have to be set against the tendencies to more intensive
regulation and control through the processes of rationalized
production and administration. Even in the socialist societies of
Eastern Europe there are similar gains to be counted against obvious
losses, though the conception of a ‘totally administered society’ may
seem more relevant there, except that the power which dominates
those societies is not ‘scientific-technological rationality’ but a
political party or perhaps a new ruling class. In the capitalist
societies the economic crisis of the 1980s has produced a counter-
offensive of capital against labour, which manifestly undermines the
freedom and autonomy of those in the subordinate class by
depriving them of employment, eroding the social services, and
generally subjecting individuals to harsher kinds of economic
compulsion. Reading the Frankfurt School texts on the loss of
individual autonomy (and especially the writings of Adorno and
Horkheimer) it is difficult to escape the impression that what they
express above all, as did the similar texts of Max Weber, is the sense
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of decline in a particular stratum of society, that of the educated
upper middle class, or more specifically the ‘mandarins’, and the
nostalgia for a traditional German Kultur.

The second question to be considered is whether the Frankfurt
School’s preoccupation with the fate of the individual led, in another
direction, through the interest in psychology and psychoanalysis
which it helped to inspire, to any theoretical reformulation of the
relation between individual and society. In the early years of the
school, as we have seen, Erich Fromm set out to relate Freud’s
psychology of the individual to Marx’s social theory by emphasizing
particularly the location of the family in a historically created class
structure, while rejecting Freud’s transhistorical theory of culture.
Subsequently, after he had severed his connection with the Frankfurt
School, Fromm pursued his exploration of the relation between
psychoanalysis and Marxism in various directions, by formulating the
idea of the ‘social character’ (in The Fear of Freedom), by revising
radically Freud’s conception of human nature and human needs, and
by taking as the central theme of Marx’s social thought, most fully
expressed in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, the
overcoming of ‘alienation’.[60]

It is more difficult to follow the development of Frankfurt School
thought on this subject. In the studies undertaken during the period
of exile in the USA, and notably in The Authoritarian Personality,
the psychology of the individual was most strongly emphasized, and
little attempt was made to relate psychological phenomena, and
especially the changes in them, to specific historical and social
conditions (see above, pp. 21). There was, no doubt, in the later
thought of the Frankfurt School, an assumption of growing
conformism, brought about by the general rationalization of life and
the influence of the ‘culture industry’; but this assumption was not
tested by any historical or sociological comparative studies, and the
social-psychological processes at work were not systematically
investigated. Furthermore, the ideas of conformism, assimilation and
totalitarianism (a term which Marcuse employs very broadly in One-
Dimensional Man) are applied in a somewhat uncritical way (by
Marcuse more than by Adorno and Horkheimer it should be said) to
both capitalist and socialist industrial societies, without a clear
recognition of the specific character of the ‘actually existing
socialism’ in Eastern Europe, where conformity to an official
ideology is imposed by a dominant party. Even in the case of Eastern
Europe the degree of conformism needs to be examined more
carefully in the light of the frequent social upheavals, from the
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revolts of 1953, 1956 and 1968 to the emergence of the ‘Solidarity’
movement in Poland, and of the virtual extinction of Marxism as a
living doctrine (that is, as an effective ‘dominant ideology’) for a
large part of the population in those countries. In the Western
capitalist societies there was also a notable eruption of dissent in the
late 1960s (which not only led Marcuse to a somewhat more
optimistic view of the possibilities of a radical transformation
inherent in what he called ‘the instinctual refusal among the youth in
protest’.[61] but provided a milieu in which the Frankfurt School
attained its greatest influence); and today, after a decade of reaction
against the ideas of that time, there are substantial and growing
manifestations of renewed forms of dissent and protest, in the peace
movement, and in the revival of socialism in several countries.

What is required, from a sociological and social-psychological
perspective, is a more rigorous account, and if possible an
explanation of these cycles of protest and acquiescence, but the
Frankfurt School paid scant attention to such matters. To take a
particular example: Marcuse’s reference to the ‘instinctual refusal’
of youth seems scarcely adequate, for it provides no clue to the
historical fluctuations in the social attitudes of youth, nor does it
take account of the very diverse social locations constituted by class,
ethnic and national differences; and a much more fruitful line of
enquiry in this field seems to be an investigation of the ways in
which new ‘generations’ are formed in particular historical and
social circumstances.[62] Marcuse’s own reliance upon an
instinctual factor derives from his philosophical reinterpretation of
Freud in Eros and Civilization, which accepts Freud’s notion of a
universal human nature striving towards the goal of happiness, the
latter being defined largely in terms of sexual liberation and
gratification, but rejects the view that repression is necessary in
order to create and maintain civilization (i.e. that the ‘pleasure
principle’ has to be subordinated to the ‘reality principle’).
According to Marcuse, the repression of sexuality throughout the
history of human society has been primarily ‘surplus repression’
designed to maintain specific forms of social domination in
conditions of economic scarcity; with the end of scarcity this surplus
repression can also be ended, and sexual (libidinal) freedom will
then transform all other social relationships. Marcuse does not
indicate precisely how this transformation will occur, and the
experience of greater sexual permissiveness in modern societies
suggests that it is easily compatible with continuing economic and
class domination. As a whole his philosophical reconstruction of
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Freud provides little more than speculative, empirically unfounded
conceptions of human nature and of the history of civilizations.

The third principal theme in the work of the Frankfurt School—the
‘culture industry’—is the one most closely related to sociological
concerns. The idea was first propounded, in very sweeping terms, by
Horkheimer and Adorno, in their essay ‘The culture industry:
enlightenment as mass deception’,[63] where it was argued that ‘under
monopoly all mass culture is identical’, and at the same time ‘depraved’
as a consequence of ‘the fusion of culture and entertainment’; moreover,
there is a merging of advertising and the culture industry, so that both
become ‘a procedure for manipulating men’. ‘The triumph of
advertising in the culture industry’, they concluded, ‘is that consumers
feel compelled to buy and use its products even though they see
through them’ (p. 167). Two features of this account merit attention.
In the first place it is difficult, from the essay itself, to grasp exactly
how the influence of the culture industry differs from that of cultural
domination in other types of society. After all, the Church might well
be regarded as the ‘culture industry’ of medieval Europe. What then is
the specific form, in modern capitalist society, of that phenomenon
which Marx conceived as the necessary consequence of economic
domination, namely that ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every age,
the ruling ideas’? Is the present-day culture industry as
overwhelmingly effective as is here portrayed, or is Horkheimer’s and
Adorno’s furious denunciation of it to be interpreted, in part at least,
as an outcome of the cultural shock produced by their encounter with
American commercial radio and television, and the film industry
(which, as we have seen, also profoundly affected Marcuse’s later
account of the ideology of advanced industrial society in One-
Dimensional Man)?

A consideration of such questions, which point to the need for
historical and comparative study of the effects of a ‘dominant
ideology’,[64] raises a second issue; for the strength of an established
culture can be measured particularly by the extent of dissent and
opposition within the society. Adorno and Horkheimer, in their essay
and in later writings, convey the impression that there is no effective
dissent, and Marcuse, in One-Dimensional Man, presented the same
gloomy view. A few years later, however, in the midst of the student
rebellion, Marcuse at least was led to revise his judgement, and found
some ground for hope in the ‘revolt of youth’. It was at this time, in
North America especially, that the notion of a ‘counter culture’
acquired a certain vogue, and Theodore Roszak, in a book which
enjoyed a brief notoriety,[65] drew upon the ideas of Marcuse (though
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more sympathetically upon those of Norman Brown and Paul
Goodman) as constituting ‘one of the defining features of the counter
culture’. Roszak, like Marcuse, saw the new movement of dissent as a
‘youthful opposition’ to the technocratic society, but he interpreted it
as a ‘renaissance of mythical-religious interest’, in a way that is
somewhat remote from the outlook of the Frankfurt School (though
not entirely from Horkheimer’s late philosophy) and in particular
from that of Marcuse, whose vestigial Marxism he criticized severely.

A major difficulty with the notion of a counter culture is to explain
how it could emerge at all in a society dominated so completely by the
culture industry. Two solutions are possible: it may be argued either
that the limited scope and the rapid disappearance, or assimilation, of
the counter culture did in fact reveal the strength of the culture
industry; or on the other hand that dissent is actually far more
widespread in the capitalist societies of the late twentieth century (and
in a more muted but still significant form in the societies of Eastern
Europe) than the Frankfurt School recognized, and regularly manifests
itself in an upsurge of social and political movements. In the latter
case it becomes necessary to give some account of the basis in social
life of such dissent and opposition, and here it may be observed that,
from a Marxist standpoint, a counter culture has long existed in
capitalist society in the form of the socialist movement; a view
expressed most vigorously by Gramsci in his conception of the
working class movement, with Marxism as its social doctrine, as the
bearer of a ‘new civilization’. The main issue then becomes that of
evaluating the long-term effects, and the historical vicissitudes, of this
counter culture embodied in the labour movement. The Frankfurt
School itself originated in a specific concern with the failure of the
Central European revolutions after the First World War and the rise of
National Socialism in Germany, and the ideas of its leading thinkers
were further shaped by the consolidation of the Stalinist regime in the
USSR and later in Eastern Europe, and by the emergence in the
Western capitalist societies after the Second World War (most
prominently in the USA) of an apparent political consensus and
pacification of major social conflicts, on the basis of exceptional
economic growth and more widely diffused prosperity. Their criticism
of the state of affairs existing in the 1950s and 1960s directed
attention to important and neglected aspects of the postwar
development of Western societies (as did the very different social
criticism of C.Wright Mills),[66] and in the later 1960s it evoked a
strong response among middle class youth, especially in the
universides. But in retrospect they may be thought to have
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exaggerated the degree of conformism and acquiescence in modern
societies and the strength of the tendency towards a totalitarian
organization of social life, partly at least because of a failure to situate
these phenomena in a historical context, or to recognize that
contradictory forces have been at work.

It is a fact of considerable importance that in the West European
societies during the postwar period socialist and communist parties
have increased their membership and their electoral support (though
with some fluctuations) to levels never previously achieved; and in
this sense it can be claimed that dissent and opposition, historically
based upon the working class, are now more widespread than ever
before. Against this it may be argued that these parties, and in
particular the socialist (or labour, or social democratic) parties, no
longer embody a radical opposition to the existing form of society, but
largely accept its fundamental elements and principles of organization;
in short, that they have become purely reformist parties which have
abandoned the goal of socialism and a genuinely emancipated society.
This is a complex issue,[67] but in the present context we have to
consider primarily whether the Frankfurt School thinkers were able to
throw fresh light upon it and to provide a plausible account of the
main directions of social and cultural change. It is evident that there
are major lacunae in their analysis. Thus no reference is made to the
actual development of political parties and movements in the postwar
period; and this is only an aspect of the unhistorical and non-empirical
character of critical theory generally, which results in a failure, on one
side, to situate the changing balance between acquiescence and dissent
(manifest in the varying intensity of class conflict and other social
conflicts) in the long term evolution of capitalism, and on the other
side, to investigate in empirical detail the processes of construction
and diffusion of ideologies.

A recent study, which examines in a more rigorous and
discriminating way the nature and influence of a ‘dominant ideology’
in late capitalist society, concludes that while the mechanisms of
ideological transmission are well developed (by comparison with
earlier societies) they are only partly effective; that the extent to which
subordinate classes are ideologically incorporated has been
exaggerated; and that, to take a particular case, ‘Britain is not in fact a
cohesive society’.[68] The evidence marshalled in this study suggests,
at the least, doubts about the omnipotence of the culture industry and
about the part that it plays in maintaining domination. It should be
added that in so far as a dominant ideology is effective in late
capitalist society it derives its strength to a considerable extent from a
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negative factor; namely, the decline of socialism as a counter culture
through its association with the ‘actually existing’ socialist societies of
Eastern Europe (and above all the USSR) in their Stalinist
‘totalitarian’ and post-Stalinist ‘authoritarian’ phases.

It is noteworthy that the Frankfurt School thinkers rarely referred to
‘socialism’ (and then usually in their criticism of Soviet society) , and
wrote instead of ‘emancipation’ as the goal of a radical movement.
This involved, however, a loss of content and of clarity. Although
Marx dismissed the idea of writing ‘recipes for the cook-shops of the
future’ he did in fact give some definite indications of the institutions
of a future socialist society in his discussions of cooperative
production and in his assessment of the Paris Commune; and in later
Marxist and socialist thought the nature and problems of socialism
were explored much more fully. The Frankfurt School thinkers
ignored this historically formed and diverse body of thought about
socialism, and their own ideal of emancipation remained undefined,
except in Marcuse’s abstract discussion of ‘true’ and ‘false’
needs,[69] and in his argument, in Eros and Civilization, that sexual
liberation and an ensuing transformation of personal relationships are
prime elements in the emancipatory process. Whether socialism can
be fully reinstated as a persuasive and appealing conception of a new
civilization, and what social forces, under what historical conditions,
might endow it with a new vitality, is a large and disputed
question;[70] but it seems clear that it cannot be adequately explored
in the abstract terms of ‘emancipation’ while disregarding the history
of the socialist movement, and its connection with democracy, in the
Western capitalist world.

In its mature phase, therefore, the critical theory of the Frankfurt
School embodied three interrelated elements: an epistemological and
methodological critique of positivism (or more broadly, scientism) in
the social sciences; a critical attitude towards the ideological influence
of science and technology as a major factor in the creation of a new,
technocratic-bureaucratic, form of domination; a preoccupation with
the culture industry, and more generally with the cultural aspects of
domination. As I have shown, these various elements were not unique
to the Frankfurt School, but were closely related to many other
currents of European social and philosophical thought in the whole
period from the First World War to the 1960s: the continuing, ever-
renewed ‘revolt against positivism’, variously expressed in the
Hegelian Marxism of Korsch’s and Lukács’s early works and in the
doctrines of phenomenology and existentialism; the critical attitude to
large-scale industrialization, technocracy and bureaucracy formulated
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by Max Weber in the concept of ‘rationalization’ and developed in
many later sociological writings; the mainly German tradition of
cultural criticism which had one important modern source in
Tönnies’s distinction between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft,[71] and
came to influence the Marxism of Lukács and the Frankfurt School
particularly through the work of Simmel.

The social-philosophical outlook which suffused all Frankfurt
School theory was a ‘defence of subjectivity’ against the idea of an
objective, law-governed process of history; and it was this which
evoked an enthusiastic response in the student movement of the 1960s,
directed above all against ‘the system’. But the New Left and the
student movement found inspiration also in a great variety of other
Marxist or marxisant doctrines, and the influence of the Frankfurt
School was notably strongest in those countries where there was no
significant indigenous tradition of Marxist thought (Britain and the
USA), or where the tradition had been largely eradicated (West
Germany). In France and Italy the existence of large Communist
parties ensured the persistence of a body of largely orthodox Marxist-
Leninist thought, and when this came to be revised, or complemented
by new forms of Marxist theory, after 1956, the main intellectual
influences were those of Gramsci, Lukács (especially, in France,
through the work of Lucien Goldmann), Sartre, and in due course
Althusser, who elaborated a new version of Marxism as science. The
revisionist Marxism which began to emerge in Eastern Europe at this
time was influenced most profoundly by the ideas of Lukács and
Gramsci. Finally, the radical social movements of the late 1960s were
strongly affected by the Chinese and Cuban revolutions, and by the
doctrines of Maoism. The Frankfurt School, therefore, was only one
current of thought in a very broad critical renewal of Marxist and
radical theories, and its place in the subsequent development of such
theories is the subject of much controversy.

NOTES

[1] Adorno, ‘Zur gegenwärtigen Stellung der empirischen
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[2] Transactions of the Fourth World Congress of Sociology (London,
International Sociological Association, 1959), Vol. I, pp. 38–9.
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Decline and Renewal

With the deaths of Adorno and Horkheimer, and the decline of the
radical student movement in the early 1970s, a major phase in the
history of the Frankfurt School came to an end. In a sense the school
then ceased to exist, certainly as a form of Marxist thought, for its
relation to Marxism had become exceedingly tenuous, and it no longer
had any connection with political movements. But in another sense it
survived, for some of the central ideas of critical theory have
continued to influence social thought; with the difference, however,
that in the past decade they have been expounded and developed in the
works of individual thinkers (above all by Jürgen Habermas, but also,
in diverse ways, by Albrecht Wellmer, [1] Alfred Schmidt, [2] and
Claus Offe [3]) rather than as part of the research programme of a
clearly defined school. At the same time critical theory in its recent
development has diverged substantially from some of the main
conceptions of Adorno and Horkheimer, while retaining their
particular concern with the philosophy of the social sciences and with
the critique of ideology.

The writings of Habermas—who is the principal architect of neo-
critical theory—fall into two distinct, though not sharply separated,
parts. In the first, major part of his work Habermas has pursued the
Frankfurt School critique of positivism and has gone on to formulate a
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new theory of knowledge with particular reference to the social
sciences. Thus, in two essays of the 1960s [4] he restates and
elaborates some of the objections to positivism (which is conceived, as
in the writings of Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse, in a very broad
and indistinct way, not distinguishing, for example, between
nineteenth-century positivism, the logical positivism of the Vienna
Circle, Popper’s critical rationalism, and modern realism [5]), and
contrasts it with a ‘dialectical theory’. The latter, he says, ‘doubts
whether science, with regard to the world produced by men, may
proceed just as indifferently as it does with success in the exact natural
sciences’, because the social sciences have to deal with a pre-
constituted reality, with ‘the societal life context as a totality which
determines even research itself, which remains ‘external to the realm
of experience analysed’; the dialectical theory employs the concept of
‘totality’, which refers to a previously understood ‘life-world’, to be
explored by a hermeneutic explication of meaning. Habermas then
goes on to criticize the positivist separation of facts and decisions
(value choices); that is, the thesis that there are on one side empirical
regularities in natural and social phenomena which can be formulated
in laws; and on the other side rules of human behaviour, i.e. social
norms (‘The Analytical Theory of Science and Dialectics’, p. 144).
The consequence of this dualism is that permissible knowledge is
restricted to the empirical sciences, while ‘questions of life-practice’
are excluded from science, and judgements about social norms rest
only on decision; but Habermas goes on to argue that from this
standpoint the commitment to science is itself a ‘decision’, expressed
as a ‘faith in reason’. [6] His own solution of the ‘basis-problem’
(i.e. the problem of an empirical testing of theories) is that ‘the
empirical validity of basic statements, and thereby the plausibility of
law-like hypotheses and empirical scientific theories as a whole, is
related to the criteria for assessing the results of action which have
been socially adopted in the necessarily intersubjective context of
working groups. It is here that the hermeneutic pre-
understanding…is formed, a pre-understanding which first makes
possible the application of rules for the acceptance of basic
statements. The so-called basis problem simply does not appear if
we regard the research process as part of a comprehensive process of
socially institutionalised actions, through which social groups
sustain their naturally precarious life’ (p. 154). At the same time, this
solution dissolves the fact/decision dualism, for both scientific
judgements and judgements of norms rest upon socially adopted pre-
understandings, though not in precisely the same way; as Habermas
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says in a later work, ‘to the truth claims that we raise in empirical
statements there correspond claims of correctness or appropriateness
that we advance with norms of action or evaluation’. [7]

Following these critical essays Habermas formulated, in
Knowledge and Human Interests, [8] a new theory of knowledge
which—departing radically from Adorno’s scepticism—would
establish secure foundations for knowledge by connecting it with
basic interests of the human species. Three forms of knowledge are
distinguished, resting upon three knowledge-constitutive interests: (i)
a ‘technical’ interest grounded in material needs and labour, which
constitutes the object-domain of empirical—analytic science; (ii) a
‘practical’ interest in communicative understanding between
individuals and within or between social groups, grounded in the
species-universal characteristic of language, which constitutes the
domain of historical—hermeneutic knowledge; and (iii) an
‘emancipatory’ interest, grounded in the distorted actions and
utterances resulting from the exercise of power, which constitutes the
domain of self-reflective or critical knowledge. Habermas’s
conception of object-constitution is, as Keat notes, partly Kantian, but
he differs from Kant (and also from the neo-Kantian Austro-Marxist
view and the modern realist philosophy of science) [9] in arguing that
‘the necessary features of these objects…cannot be derived by
transcendental arguments establishing the conditions for the
possibility of knowledge for any knowing subject, but instead must be
seen to result from a particular interest of the human species that is
grounded in a species-universal characteristic’. [10]

The argument in Knowledge and Human Interests is still directed
primarily against positivism, or more generally against ‘scientism’;
that is, against the replacement of the theory of knowledge ‘by a
methodology emptied of philosophical thought. For the philosophy of
science that has emerged since the mid-nineteenth century as the heir
of the theory of knowledge is methodology pursued with a scientistic
self-understanding of the sciences. “Scientism” means science’s belief
in itself: that is, the conviction that we can no longer understand
science as one form of possible knowledge, but rather must identify
knowledge with science’ (p. 4). Habermas’s differentiation of three
forms of knowledge, alike rooted in human interests, whose validity-
claims have to be tested in a similar way by rational argument, and if
upheld are sustained by a rational agreement among the members of a
community, is intended to deny the claims of empirical-analytic
science to ‘exclusive validity’, and at the same time to overcome the
dichotomy of fact and decision.
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The theory of knowledge formulated in Knowledge and Human
Interests (which has been substantially modified, if not abandoned, in
Habermas’s later work, as we shall see) provoked extensive discussion
and criticism, [11] which I shall attempt to summarize with due regard
to the difficulty of expounding briefly the issues raised by a body of
thought which is itself complex, opaque, and far from being
characterized by succinctness of expression. First, Habermas’s
conception of three forms of knowledge based upon knowledge-
constitutive interests was questioned from several aspects. The
distinction between empirical-analytic science and historical—
hermeneutic knowledge has seemed to some critics to reproduce the
long established contrast in German social thought between
‘explanation’ and ‘understanding’, regarded as differentiating the
methods of the natural sciences from those of the social and cultural
sciences. This may not have been Habermas’s intention, but he gives
no precise indication of how (or whether) the two kinds of knowledge
come together in social science theories;[12] whether, that is, there are
causal chains in social life which can be brought within the
explanatory scheme of an empirical-analytic science, as well as
phenomena which have to be hermeneutically ‘understood’.
Habermas’s third knowledge-constitutive interest—the emancipatory
interest—has been regarded sceptically by many critics, who see it as
being much less clearly defined than the other two interests and forms
of knowledge, or indeed, in Kolakowski’s view, as being no more than
another (unsuccessful) attempt, in the tradition of German idealism, to
transcend the opposition between practical and theoretical reason,
cognition and will. [13] Habermas’s attempt to present psychoanalysis
as ‘the only tangible example of a science incorporating methodical
self-reflection’, [14] hence ‘emancipatory’, has been examined in
some detail by Keat, [15] who argues that the exegesis of Freud’s
theory by Habermas involves such a degree of misinterpretation as to
cast serious doubt upon the use of psychoanalysis as a model for
critical social theory, and goes on to propose an alternative view of
psychoanalytic theory (closer to Freud’s own conception) as involving
causal explanation, which still allows, within limits, emancipation in
the sense of greater autonomy.

Habermas’s theory of knowledge also raises some more general
problems. The theory of truth which is involved in it is a ‘consensus’
theory, and Habermas firmly opposes any ‘correspondence’ theory,
which would, in his view, bolster the ‘false objectivism’ of the
positivist philosophy of science. But this poses the question of
whether a consensus theory does adequately describe or account for
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the actual procedures of the natural sciences, or indeed of the social
sciences; whether, that is, the ‘truth’ that is attained by scientific
enquiry can properly be conceived only as an agreement reached by
rational argument, or in other ways, in a community of scientists, a
closed meaning-system not involving any reference to its
correspondence with an external reality. [16] A major difficulty with
Habermas’s exposition is that he does not discuss specific cases of the
testing of validity-claims by argument, or how agreement is (or is not)
eventually reached, and in particular does not confront, in terms of the
history of science, the question of how choices are made among
competing theories, or on the other hand, whether there are
‘incommensurable’ theories. And this suggests a larger question about
the fruitfulness, for the social sciences, of the attempt to establish an
ultimate basis of knowledge—a ‘first philosophy’—as against the
more modest aim of a philosophy of science which proceeds from the
body of acquired knowledge to an enquiry into the transcendental
conditions for the possibility of such knowledge.

At all events, in his work over the past decade Habermas appears
to have revised substantially the doctrine expounded in Knowledge
and Human Interests. In his reply to critics, commenting on a
criticism of his ‘first philosophy’, he refers to his ‘renunciation of
ultimate foundations, be they of a traditional or of a critical sort’,
and in the same passage he also observes that ‘the coherence theory
of truth is certainly too weak to explain the concept of propositional
truth’, but argues that ‘it comes into its own at another level, the
metatheoretical, where we put together the individual pieces of
theory like a puzzle’. [17] The idea of knowledge-constitutive
interests now seems to be abandoned, or at least disregarded, and
what is presented instead is a theory of language and
communication, which is both a theory of truth and at the same time
a doctrine of emancipation. The importance of language was stated
earlier by Habermas, in his inaugural lecture of 1965, where he
argued that ‘what raises us out of nature is the only thing whose
nature we can know: language. Through its structure autonomy and
responsibility are posited for us. Our first sentence expresses
unequivocally the intention of universal and unconstrained
consensus’;[18] and in Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaft [19] where
he formulated as a major element in critical theory ‘the idea of a
communication free from domination’. But in his more recent
writing it has come to occupy a central place in a reformulated
consensus theory of truth. In his reply to critics Habermas cites as an
adequate summary of his theoretical programme the following
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passage from McCarthy: ‘Claims to truth and rightness, if radically
challenged, can be redeemed only through argumentative discourse
leading to rationally motivated consensus. Universal—pragmatic
analysis of the conditions of discourse and rational consensus show
these to rest on the supposition of an “ideal speech situation”
characterized by an effective equality of chances to assume dialogue
roles’;[20] and he then goes on to consider ‘the problem of what it
means to redeem validity-claims discursively; this problem calls for
an investigation of the communicative presuppositions of
argumentative speech (discourse theory of truth) and an analysis of
the general procedural rules of argumentation (logic of
discourse)’.[21]

The same objections can be levelled against this theory of truth as
were brought against the conception of truth embedded in
Habermas’s earlier theory of knowledge. First, the ‘consensus’
theory that is maintained here (although, as we have seen, Habermas
does seem to qualify it with respect to prepositional truth, but
without fully explicating his position) may be held to misrepresent
the actual practice of the sciences in so far as this involves recourse
to some notion of correspondence with reality. Second, it may be
argued that it is less fruitful and enlightening to adopt, as Habermas
does, a ‘universalization’ thesis, than to analyse in a more
discriminating way the differences between science and non-science,
between pure and practical reason, between the validity-claims and
the ways of questioning and redeeming them that are characteristic
of the natural sciences, the social sciences, and moral or aesthetic
judgements.[22] The basic intention of the ‘universalization thesis’
is still, as in Habermas’s earlier work, to bring together in a single
notion of ‘truth’ both factual and normative judgements; but this, in
my view, obscures the very great differences in the forms of
reasoning and in the strength of validity-claims (that is, the degree to
which they can be effectively redeemed by argument) in different
spheres. From this perspective it can be argued that knowledge is, in
an important sense, identical with science; that the natural sciences
provide a model of reliable knowledge, that the scientific status of
the social sciences remains problematic in certain respects because
of the nature of the realm of facts with which they deal, and that
normative questions, in the spheres of social, political and cultural
life, are only in part matters of knowledge (to the extent that
normative judgements are influenced by beliefs about factual states
of affairs) and involve, beyond that, value-orientations to the world
dependent upon sentiments which may in turn be related to social
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interests and personality traits. Hence the notoriously greater
difficulty in resolving moral or aesthetic disagreements, as compared
with those which arise in science, through any kind of
‘argumentative discourse’. Habermas pays altogether too little
attention to these differences, and this is connected with the fact
(already mentioned with regard to his theory of knowledge) that he
presents his theory in a formal and abstract way, rather than
incorporating in the exposition some exemplary analyses of the ways
in which specific validity-claims are actually challenged and
redeemed in the different spheres of discourse—as is customary, for
example, in discussions of the philosophy of science and in many
studies of moral or aesthetic theory. This is to say that he does not
confront, directly and explicitly, the crucial question of how specific
judgemental or theoretical disagreements are, or might be, resolved.

In Habermas’s most recent work—the massive two-volume
exposition of a ‘theory of communicative action’ [23]—there is again
a significant change in the focus of attention, but with an underlying
continuity of thought represented by the retention of the
‘universalization thesis’. Habermas’s aim, as he explains in the
introduction (p. 23), is: (i) to explicate the concept of rationality; (ii)
to incorporate the concept in an evolutionary view of the emergence of
a modern comprehension of the world; and (iii) to show the internal
connection between the theory of rationality and the theory of society,
at both a meta-theoretical and a methodological level. Here,
Habermas’s philosophical concerns merge with the second part of his
work—the construction of a theory of society—and the book is largely
devoted to an analysis and assessment of diverse conceptions of
rationalization and modernization in social theory. In Volume I Max
Weber’s theory of the rationalization of the modern world is examined
in great detail, and this is followed by a critical account of later
developments of the theory, from Lukács’s use of the concept of
reification to Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s critique of instrumental
reason. Then in Volume II Habermas undertakes a critique of
‘functionalist reason’ as it appears in the work of Mead and
Durkheim, in hermeneutic interpretations of the ‘life world’, and in
the systems theory of Talcott Parsons. He concludes by outlining the
present tasks of a critical theory of society—requiring in his view a
retracing of steps from Parsons, via Weber, to Marx—which I shall
discuss in the next chapter.

There has always been, of course, a connection in Habermas’s
thought between philosophical analysis and a theory of society, but its
nature has gradually changed. At the time of Knowledge and Human
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Interests (1974) it appeared that the theory of knowledge was based
upon a social theory, the three forms of knowledge corresponding with
three basic features of social life, namely labour, interaction and
domination; but in the following period the attempt to formulate a
theory of knowledge seems to be given up, and Habermas propounds
a theory of truth which is rooted, not in society, but in language as a
universal species characteristic.[24] This idea continues to play a part
in Habermas’s recent work, but there is now a much stronger emphasis
upon the construction (or reconstruction) of a theory of society.

This already marks a significant departure from the outlook of the
Frankfurt School in its last phase, and the divergence is made more
explicit by Habermas’s declaration that he approaches social theory
as a ‘Marxist theoretician’, concerned to ‘carry on the Marxian
tradition under considerably changed historical conditions’.[25] The
elements of a reconstructed Marxist theory are set out in two
important works of the 1970s, on the problems of legitimation in late
capitalist societies [26] and on historical materialism.[27] In the first
of these texts, after elucidating his concept of crisis in a social
system, which draws upon Marx (who ‘developed, for the first time,
a social scientific concept of system crisis’) and upon modern
systems theory, Habermas goes on to present a descriptive model of
advanced capitalism and to distinguish four principal ‘crisis
tendencies’; namely, economic crisis, rationality crisis, legitimation
crisis, and motivation crisis (Legitimation Crisis, pp. 33–94). The
central theme of Habermas’s analysis is a reassessment of ‘the
chances for a self-transformation of advanced capitalism’, a question
which he sees ‘no possibility of cogently deciding’ (p. 40), because
of the uncertainty about whether economic crisis can be permanently
averted, and if so, whether this could only be done in such a way as
to produce other crisis tendencies. The main features of advanced
capitalism that create this uncertainty are, on one side, the extent of
state intervention in the economy, and on the other, the decline of
class conflict, which ‘the most advanced capitalist countries have
succeeded…in keeping…latent in its decisive areas’, so that ‘class
compromise…has become part of the structure of advanced
capitalism’ and ‘class consciousness is fragmented’ (pp. 38–9). In
the light of these circumstances Habermas gives prominence,
throughout the rest of his analysis, to the non-economic crisis
tendencies, particularly those in the spheres of legitimation and
motivation, and he tentatively summarizes a complex argument in
the following way: ‘Because the economic system has forfeited its
functional autonomy vis à vis the state, crisis manifestations in
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advanced capitalism have also lost their nature-like character…(and)
a system crisis is not to be expected…Economic crises are shifted
into the political system…in such a way that supplies of legitimation
can compensate for deficits in rationality and extensions of
organizational rationality can compensate for those legitimation
deficits that do appear. There arises a bundle of crisis tendencies…
The less the cultural system is capable of producing adequate
motivations for politics, the educational system, and the
occupational system, the more must scarce meaning be replaced by
consumable values…The definitive limits to procuring legitimation
are inflexible normative structures that no longer provide the
economic—political system with ideological resources, but instead
confront it with exorbitant demands’ (pp. 92–3).

Other scholars associated with the Frankfurt Institute, and with
the Max-Planck Institut in Starnberg (where Habermas was
Director of Research from 1972 to 1981), have taken up similar
problems for study. Thus Offe, in the work mentioned earlier,
Industry and Inequality, undertakes a critique of the ‘achievement
principle’ as a major legitimating principle in advanced capitalist
society—that is, as ‘a model of society in which social status is
distributed equitably in line with performance’ (p. 134)—and
endeavours to show that its consequences conflict with existing
interests and values; with the result that its validity ‘is becoming
factually debatable and its claim to validity is revealed as
politically and morally untenable’ (p. 137). In other works,[28]
Offe has examined the role of the state and the nature of political
power in late capitalist societies, and has argued broadly that in
this type of society ‘any attempt to explain the political
organization of power through the categories of political economy
becomes implausible. That is to say, both sides of the politically
represented class relationship, [i.e. ruling class and subordinate
class] become problematic…’[29] The general conception of
political organization in late capitalist societies at which Offe
arrives is that of ‘corporatism’; a system in which the state, in
order to maintain the existing order and deal with threats to
stability, negotiates agreements with large capital and organized
labour, thus establishing a ‘class compromise’.[30]

The emphasis, in the social theory of the neo-critical theorists,
upon the changed political significance of social classes, and still
more the preoccupation with questions of legitimation and motivation,
indicate some continuity with the ideas of the earlier Frankfurt School.
But there are also profound differences. Habermas and those who have
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been influenced by his work take Marx’s thought more explicitly and
deliberately as their starting point, and conceive their task as a
reconstruction of Marxist theory, not its supersession. Hence their
account of social classes is not presented in terms of an alleged total
incorporation of the working class into late capitalist society, but in
terms of the ‘latency’ of class conflict, and Habermas explicitly
formulates as one of the questions which a theory of advanced
capitalism must attempt to clarify: ‘in what crisis tendencies does the
temporarily suppressed, but unresolved class antagonism express
itself?’ [31] Similarly, in examining the significance of legitimation
and motivation in the maintenance of domination they do not adopt
the standpoint of an exclusively cultural critique, nor can they be
considered as propounding a very strong version of the ‘dominant
ideology thesis’,[32] for their studies of the crisis tendencies in
capitalist society are set firmly in the framework of a prior analysis of
the economic and political structures of late capitalism. Nevertheless,
it may be argued that there is still, in this more recent work, too strong
an emphasis upon questions of ideology and legitimation, an
inadequate account of the development of social classes and class
conflict, and an underestimation of the possibility of a purely or
predominantly, economic crisis; and I shall examine these larger
issues in the next chapter.

Habermas’s second major contribution to a theory of society also
indicates plainly the more direct involvement of the neo-critical
theorists with Marxism. His project of ‘reconstructing’ historical
materialism, he says, ‘signifies taking a theory apart and putting it
back together again in a new form in order to attain more fully the
goal it has set for itself. This is the normal way (in my opinion
normal for Marxists too) of dealing with a theory that needs revision
in many respects but whose potential for stimulation has still not
been exhausted’.[33] The reconstruction, however, does involve very
drastic revisions, and Habermas himself indicates a possible
objection to his project by posing the question of why one should
‘insist any longer on the Marxist theoretical tradition’, when ‘the
investigation of the capitalist accumulation process, on which Marx
concentrated above all, hardly plays a role in the reformulation of
the basic assumptions regarding social evolution’. In response, he
argues that ‘the anatomy of bourgeois society is a key to the
anatomy of premodern societies’ and ‘to this extent the analysis of
capitalism provides an excellent entry into the theory of evolution’,
because ‘the general concept of a principle of social organization
can be discerned in capitalist societies’ as a result of the emergence
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of class structure in a pure form, a model of the generation of crises
can be developed, and “the mechanism of legitimating domination
can be grasped in bourgeois ideologies’. Hence he concludes that
‘the constitutive features of this mode of production (capitalism) are
also instructive for social formations in earlier stages’. Nevertheless,
he continues, ‘from this one cannot derive a demand that “the logic
of capital” be utilized as the key to the logic of social evolution’; and
by way of illustration he argues that ‘if a socialist organization of
society were the adequate response to crisis-ridden developments in
capitalist society, it could not be deduced from any “determination
of the form” of the reproductive process, but would have to be
explained in terms of processes of democratization; that is, in terms
of the penetration of universalistic structures into action domains
which…were previously reserved to the private autonomous setting
of ends’.[34]

The central element (apparent in the passages just cited) in
Habermas’s reconstruction of historical materialism is the distinction
he has made since his earliest work between ‘labour’ and ‘interaction’
(or ‘communicative action’). Thus he begins his reformulation of
Marx’s theory by examining the basic concept of social labour, or
socially organized labour, as ‘the specific way in which humans, in
contradistinction to animals, reproduce their lives’. This concept, he
suggests, does not adequately characterize the form of reproduction of
human life: ‘it cuts too deeply into the evolutionary scale; not only
humans but hominids too were distinguished from the anthropoid apes
in that they converted to reproduction through social labour and
developed an economy’ (p. 134). Hence the concept needs to be
supplemented, in order to capture the specifically human reproduction
of life, by another which recognizes that ‘humans were the first to
break up the social structure that arose with the vertebrates’, through
the establishment of a familial social structure requiring a system of
social norms that presupposed language (p. 136). This is not a total
departure from the view formulated by Marx, who wrote in the
German Ideology (Introduction) that ‘This mode of production should
not be regarded simply as the reproduction of the physical existence of
individuals. It is already a definite form of activity of these
individuals, a definite way of expressing their life, a definite mode of
life’.[35] There is some divergence, however, for Habermas’s claim is
that the origin and development of specifically human life depends
upon two elements—social labour and language—which are
irreducible to each other, whereas Marx, although he did not discuss
questions of linguistic theory at any length, seems to assert the unity
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of material-social activity and language, and Engels (as well as Lukács
subsequently) argued that language originates from work.[36]

Even if social labour and language are conceived as irreducible
elements the question arises as to whether one of them has greater
significance in explaining the historical development of human
society. Here Habermas appears to remain close to Marx’s
conception, for he summarizes his view by saying, first, that: ‘The
concept of social labour is fundamental, because the evolutionary
achievement of socially organized labour and distribution obviously
precedes the emergence of developed linguistic communication, and
this in turn precedes the development of social role systems’ (p.
137). But he then qualifies this by observing that we also need the
concept of familial organization for an adequate description of the
human mode of life; that rules of communicative action (i.e. norms
of action) cannot be reduced to rules of instrumental action; and
finally that since ‘production and socialization, social labour and
care for the young, are equally important for the reproduction of the
species’, the familial social structure, which controls both aspects, is
fundamental (p. 138).

In another respect, however, Habermas does stay close to Marx’s
theory, for in elucidating the concept of a ‘history of the species’ and
Marx’s distinctive conception of history as a discrete series of modes
of production, he apparently accepts the broad framework of this
periodization of history, only rejecting a dogmatic version which
would imply a unilinear, necessary, uninterrupted and invariably
progressive development (more Stalinist than Marxist, for Marx had
already introduced many qualifications, notably in his discussion of
pre-capitalist economic formations in the Grundrisse). But in this case
the mode of production remains the crucial feature in defining
historical periods and forms of society, whereas it might have been
expected that Habermas’s insistence upon the equal importance of
social labour and familial organization (implying norms of conduct)
would lead to some more substantial revision of Marx’s scheme.
Otherwise, it is difficult to see what real difference in the
interpretation of social development is achieved by this reconstruction
of historical materialism, except with regard to the future; that is, the
possibility of a transition from capitalism to socialism which, as I
noted earlier, Habermas regards as depending more upon processes of
democratization than upon changes in the mode of production. The
restricted character of Habermas’s ‘reconstruction’ I would interpret
mainly as a consequence of his disregard of the work of historians,
and this raises a larger question about the place of historical studies in
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Frankfurt School and neo-critical theory which I shall consider in the
next chapter.

It would be difficult, if not impossible, to sum up at this stage the
substantive achievement and the influence of Habermas’s work, not
least because his conceptions are evidently still developing and have
already undergone significant changes. What is most apparent, I think,
is the extent to which he has diverged from the ideas of the earlier
Frankfurt School. In a sense he has retraced, in reverse, the path
followed by Adorno and Horkheimer, assigning much greater
importance to a distinctively Marxist theory of society; hence he has
devoted more attention to the analysis of economic and political
structures, while conversely, there is very little reference in his work
to the ‘culture industry’. Further, he does not, to the same extent,
identify critical theory with philosophical thought, in opposition to
science. Critique, he suggests, has to be located in some way ‘between
philosophy and science,’[37] and this conception provides room for an
empirical science of society, although this would not exhaust the
possibility of social knowledge and would be complemented, or
situated in the framework of, ‘a philosophy of history with political
intent’.[38]

At the same time, there are some obvious continuities in critical
theory from the 1930s to the present time. Although Habermas does
not assign to philosophy quite the pre-eminent role that it came to
have in the thought of Adorno and Horkheimer, it is undoubtedly the
case that in his earlier work particularly he was still largely
preoccupied with the critique of positivism, and his influence has so
far been most strongly marked in metatheoretical debates about the
philosophical foundations of the social sciences; only more recently,
in his own work and in the research programme of the Starnberg
Institute, has the reconstruction of social theory itself come to occupy
a more prominent place. But in this sphere, too, there are elements of
continuity, notably in the kind of attention given to the changing
situation and role of social classes in late capitalist society, as a major
problem for Marxist theory, and to Weber’s conception of the
increasing rationalization of social life as embodying a view of the
main tendencies of capitalist development which is an alternative or
complement to Marx’s analysis. These are among the most important
questions to be investigated in the next chapter.
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Conclusion: A Critical
Assessment of the Critics

In the preceding chapters I have outlined the principal ideas and
themes of the Frankfurt School during its different phases, and in the
course of doing so indicated some of the criticisms which have been,
or can be, directed against it on particular issues. But this account
needs to be complemented by a more general assessment of the
school’s contribution to the development of Marxist thought and
sociological theory over the past half century.

One striking feature of its work, which has been insufficiently
remarked, is that in spite of the original aim of the Frankfurt Institute
to promote interdisciplinary research the range of its interests became
in fact extremely limited. In the first place we should note that after
the early years of the Institute’s existence, when Carl Grünberg was its
director, historical studies played no part in its work and no historian
was closely associated with its activities. This disregard of history was
intimately connected with the conception that the Frankfurt School, as
it took shape under the influence of Adorno and Horkheimer, had of
social theory, as being only, or primarily, a critique of the present
time. Of course, this bore some relation to Marx’s view, at least as it
was expressed in his earliest and most Hegelian writings; for example,
in his letter to Ruge, published in the Deutsch-Französische
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Jahrbücher (1844), where he describes the aim of the new journal as
being to ‘develop new principles for the world out of the principles of
the world…show the world why it actually struggles…(and) explain to
the world its own acts’, thus attaining ‘a self-understanding (critical
philosophy) of the age concerning its struggle and desires’. It is also
the case that in his subsequent work Marx devoted by far the greater
part of his attention to an analysis of modern capitalist society, but
from the time of the German Ideology he set this analysis firmly
within a ‘science of history’, the elements of which are clearly
indicated in several texts, on the origins and development of
capitalism, on pre-capitalist economic formations, and on early
societies.

The Frankfurt School idea of theory was much closer to that of
Korsch—by which it was originally influenced—who conceived
Marxism, in Marx’s own early Young Hegelian fashion, as a ‘critical
philosophy’, the ‘theoretical expression of the revolutionary
movement of the proletariat’[1] This posed crucial difficulties later, as
we shall see, in defining the status of ‘critical theory’ in the apparent
absence of a revolutionary proletariat. For the present, however, I want
to concentrate on the general consequences of the Frankfurt School’s
unhistorical approach. One of these was that the School tended to be
excessively influenced in its social analysis by immediate and
sometimes ephemeral phenomena, which were not systematically
investigated from a historical and comparative perspective. This is
apparent in the nature of their preoccupation with National Socialism
and anti-Semitism in the 1930s and 1940s, with the ‘culture industry’
in the 1950s, and perhaps most of all in Marcuse’s espousal in the
1960s of the idea that diverse social movements—among students,
ethnic minorities, and in the Third World—constituted the elements of
a new ‘revolutionary subject’ of history. It is equally evident in the
Frankfurt School thinkers’ ultimate rejection of the fundamental
Marxist notion of the working class as a revolutionary force in
capitalist society, without any investigation of the actual historical
development of the working class and of working class movements
and parties, or any attempt to compare, for example, the situation of
the bourgeoisie as a revolutionary class in feudal society with that of
the working class in advanced capitalism.

The Frankfurt School, that is to say, made no attempt to reassess
Marx’s theory of history as a whole, and indeed simply ignored it.
With the recent work of Habermas, however, a change has taken
place; and his ‘reconstruction of historical materialism’ is intended,
as I showed in the previous chapter, to reformulate the theory in a
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more adequate form. But this attempt too is curiously unhistorical in
its approach, and is largely confined to conceptual analysis, although
some attention is given to recent work by anthropologists and
prehistorians bearing upon the origins of human societies, and there
are brief references to the debates about the Asiatic mode of
production and about the categorization of feudalism. What is
required, however, for any substantial reassessment of Marx’s
theory, is a thorough reconsideration of the historical evidence
relating to the structure of, and processes of change within, the
major forms of society.[2] At the same time we have to ask what
differences in the interpretation of historical change would result
from the acceptance of Habermas’s fundamental principle that the
constitution and development of human societies has to be conceived
in terms of two distinct and mutually irreducible processes: labour
(or instrumental action) and communicative action. What
modifications, if any, would this necessitate, for example, in Marxist
studies (or those strongly influenced by Marxism) of the rise of
capitalism; such as Braudel’s massive and comprehensive account of
Civilization and Capitalism,[3] or the diverse and contested views
expounded in a recent series of essays in Past and Present?[4] It is
not at all clear how this question might be answered, and in my view
we have to recognize that detailed historical research is at least as
important as sociological analysis and conceptual clarification for
any adequate reconstruction of Marx’s theory of history, or for
transcending it in a new theory.

Just as the Frankfurt School thinkers neglected, or excluded,
history, so also they largely ignored economic analysis. It was in the
early years of the Institute that economic theorists (like historians)
were most prominent; and notably Henryk Grossmann, whose study
of capitalist accumulation and breakdown[5] was published in 1929
as the first volume in a series of publications by the Institute. But
Grossmann, as Jay remarks, can ‘scarcely be described as a major
force in [the School’s] intellectual development’, since he was
largely unsympathetic to the dialectical, neo-Hegelian approach
which came to dominate its work.[6] The major economic theorist
associated with the Institute at a later stage was Franz Neumann, but
his association was brief, and like Grossmann he was unsympathetic
to critical theory. The only economist who occupied a central place
in the Frankfurt School was Horkheimer’s close friend Friedrich
Pollock, and his work—on Soviet planning, and later on
automation—dealt primarily with questions of economic policy. The
school as such devoted little attention to a theoretical or historical
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analysis of the development of the capitalist economy, and produced
no study that is at all comparable with Hilferding’s writings on
‘finance capital’ and ‘organized capitalism’,[7] or with Neumann’s
analysis of the relation between ‘monopoly capitalism’ and the
National Socialist regime.[8]

Again this situation has changed to some extent with the work of
the neo-critical theorists. Habermas, in the ‘descriptive model of
advanced capitalism’ which he outlines in Legitimation Crisis (Part
II, chap. 1), and in a following chapter (chap. 4) on economic crisis,
discusses briefly some aspects of the capitalist economy, while Offe,
in Strukturprobleme des kapitalistischen Staates, likewise refers to
the economic characteristics of advanced capitalism. But their
attention is concentrated on the role of the ‘interventionist state’, and
on the related problems of legitimation; and they do not attempt
either a theoretical analysis of the capitalist mode of production in
its latest phase, or a historical depiction of its development.
Moreover, it is still the case that no major economic theorist is
associated with critical theory, even in its revised form, and the
school as a whole has never made a significant contribution to
Marxist economic theory as it developed through the work of
Hilferding and later thinkers.[9]

The neglect of historical research on one side, and of economic
analysis on the other, separates the Frankfurt School and its
prolongation in neo-critical theory very sharply from Marxism. But
the most obvious divergence from what may be called in broad terms
‘classical’ Marxism, is to be seen in the discussion of class. The
concept of class is not only fundamental in Marx’s social theory, and
indeed, in a crucial sense, its starting point (with Marx’s recognition
of the proletariat as the ‘revolutionary subject’ in modern society,
the bearer of an ideal of emancipation in the real world); it also
became, as Ossowski remarked, ‘the symbol of his whole doctrine
and of the political programme that is derived from it’.[10] The
Frankfurt School doctrine, on the other hand, has been described as
‘Marxism without the proletariat’;[11] and more generally, ‘Western
Marxism’ is seen by some writers as being, at least in part, a
‘philosophical meditation’ on the defeats sustained by the working
class in the twentieth century, particularly in the Central European
revolutions that followed the First World War, and subsequently in
the struggle against fascism.[12]

This theme of the decline or ‘disappearance’ of the working class
as a revolutionary force has persisted in neo-critical theory. Thus
Habermas, in Theory and Practice, argues that ‘the proletariat as
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proletariat, has been dissolved’, for while the mass of the population is
proletarian in terms of its role in the process of production this
situation ‘is no longer bound up to such an extent with deprivation of
social rewards…and any class consciousness, especially a
revolutionary class consciousness, is not to be found in the main strata
of the working class today…thus today Marx would have to abandon
his hope that theory can become a material force, once it has taken
hold of the masses’ (pp. 196–7). Offe has expounded a similar view, in
various writings. More recently Habermas has perhaps modified his
conception to some extent, by referring (as I noted above, p. 64) to a
‘temporarily suppressed, but unresolved class antagonism’, although
in a still more recent response to an essay by Agnes Heller he asserts
again that we are separated from Marx by ‘evident historical truths,
for example that in the developed capitalist societies there is no
identifiable class, no clearly circumscribed social group which could
be singled out as the representative of a general interest that has been
violated’.[13]

It is a surprising feature of the judgements made about class, both
by the Frankfurt School in its mature phase and by the neocritical
theorists, that they are unsupported by any analysis of the class
structure or of the historical development of classes, and appear to
rest only upon some kind of commonsense knowledge or
‘conventional wisdom’ (or as Habermas says, ‘evident truths’). But
serious historical and sociological analysis reveals a much more
complex and ambiguous situation. If, for example, we consider the
development of working class movements and parties in the Western
capitalist world over the past hundred years it cannot be said that in
any country, or at any time, a majority of the working class was
consistently and firmly socialist (still less revolutionary) in its
outlook or actions. Yet it can be argued that it has become more
rather than less socialist in the course of the twentieth century, and
especially since 1945, at least until the last decade.[14] The
Frankfurt School conception of the decline or disappearance of the
working class as a political force seems to be based mainly upon a
Utopian and millenial idea of ‘revolution’ which is by no means the
only-or most Marxist—way of conceiving the process of social
revolution, and perhaps also upon the reflection in their thought
(especially in Marcuse’s case) of the experience of American
‘exceptionalism’—the long absence from American society of a
politically organized working class.[15]

Any assessment of the present, or recent, situation of the working
class in advanced capitalism requires, moreover, an analysis of the
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whole class structure and its changes, which the Frankfurt School and
neo-critical theory have signally failed to produce, or even venture
upon. In this field Marxist and other radical sociologists have
undertaken major studies in recent years,[16] concerned with the
nature of the dominant class in advanced capitalist societies, the
significance of the ‘new middle classes’, and the consequences of the
changing social and economic position of the working class. Many
controversies still rage—about the importance of the ownership of
capital (and in particular its concentration in giant multinational
corporations) in relation to the power of technocrats and bureaucrats;
about the political orientations of the middle class; and about the
emergence of a ‘new working class’,[17] or an entirely new class
structure [18]—but all the participants recognize the continuing
vigour of class conflict, and many of them assign a major historical
influence to economic crises (such as that which we are currently
experiencing), in a way which is quite foreign to the ideas and main
concerns of critical theory.

The Frankfurt School, in its original form, and as a school of
Marxism or sociology, is dead. Over the past two decades the
development of Marxist thought in the social sciences, and notably in
anthropology, economics and sociology, has taken a course which
brings it closer to the central concerns of Marx’s own theory: the
analysis of modes of production, structural contradictions and
historical transformations, class structure and conflict, political power
and the role of the state. In the same period, and to some extent
because Marxism has now established itself as one of the major
paradigms in sociology, a substantial part of sociological theory and
research has come to be directed upon similar issues, while the
preoccupation with culture which characterized the work of Adorno
and Horkheimer has diminished.[19] It is evident also that some of the
principal recent studies of culture and ideology have analysed these
phenomena from a theoretical standpoint profoundly different from
that of the Frankfurt School; and for the most part in a structuralist
framework which emphasizes their role as elements in a general
process of social reproduction.[20]

But in the neo-critical theory of Habermas there is, as I have
indicated, a certain rapprochement with both Marxism and sociology,
while at the same time some of the distinctive ideas of the Frankfurt
School are conserved and developed. The most prominent of these
ideas, and indeed the one which has been generally regarded as
constituting the basic intention of Habermas’s thought, is that of
‘critical theory’ itself, and its location ‘between philosophy and
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science’. In his early writings Habermas contributed to the Frankfurt
School critique of positivism, but even at that time his conceptions
differed significantly from those of Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse,
in being less totally hostile to science and technology,[21] and in
disregarding (or tacitly rejecting) their claim that philosophy, or art, is
a form of knowledge superior to science. Subsequently, Habermas has
assigned a manifestly greater importance to science, and a steadily
diminishing role to philosophy. In his most recent work he argues that
‘philosophy can no longer relate to the world as a whole—to nature,
history, society—as a totalising knowledge’; the basic theme of
philosophy—‘reason’—has now to be explored within the theoretical
framework of sociology, as ‘rationality’.[22]

There is an unmistakable development in Habermas’s thought
away from the Hegelianism of the Frankfurt School towards some
kind of neo-Kantianism.[23] This is most apparent in the distinction
which he now makes between the truth claims that we raise in
empirical statements (i.e. in the sphere of theoretical reason) and the
claims of rightness or appropriateness that we advance with norms
of action and evaluation (i.e. in the sphere of practical reason). To be
sure, Habermas attempts to unify these two spheres through his
discourse theory of truth, but as I have argued above (pp. 60–1) there
are serious objections to that theory; and the aim which he wants to
achieve—namely, to establish that normative judgements are not
simply matters of arbitrary decision, but are accessible, like
empirical judgements, to rational argument—can be attained, or at
least approached, in other ways. At the same time, Habermas’s
discourse theory obscures important differences between the
operations of theoretical and practical reason. It is one thing to
determine the structure of the DNA molecule, or of the atomic
nucleus, quite another to decide what emancipation consists in; and
we are merely led astray in our thinking if we do not acknowledge,
and try to comprehend more fully, the differences between these two
spheres of human reason with respect to the scope, conditions and
outcomes of rational argument in each of them.

This is not at all intended to imply that there is one absolutely pre-
eminent form of knowledge, which can supplant, or decide the validity
of, other forms. Keat has demonstrated clearly that ‘neither scientism
nor the positivist view of science entail the possibility of a scientific
politics’, and further, that ‘proponents of the positivist conception of
science who reject the possibility of a scientific politics need not
regard politics as inherently non-rational, since they may accept that
science is not the only form of human knowledge or rational
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enquiry’.[24] Similarly, from the standpoint of scientific realism,
Bhaskar has argued that ‘science, although it can and must illuminate,
cannot finally “settle” questions of practical morality and action, just
because there are always—and necessarily—social practices besides
science, and values other than cognitive ones’.[25] It makes for
greater clarity, I consider, to distinguish in this way between different
forms of knowledge and rational enquiry, or different social practices
and values; and it is especially illuminating to separate, in Habermas’s
thought, two distinct elements: an empirical theory of society and a
social or moral theory, which may also be called (in no pejorative
sense) a social philosophy.

The latter element has so far been clearly predominant, in
Habermas’s discussions of communicative action and the
‘emancipatory interest’, as well as in his sustained argument that
present-day questions of social policy have to be seen as issues for
public political debate, not as ‘technical’ problems, arising out of a
necessary evolution of society, which can be resolved by ‘experts’ in
social science; and it has undoubtedly been the most influential aspect
of his thought so far, extending far beyond the social sciences. One
example of this is the attention that it has gained among theologians
engaged with ‘political theology’ or the ‘theology of liberation’.
Davis, in his Theology and Political Society, draws substantially upon
critical theory, and upon Habermas’s work in particular, in discussing
the questions of whether a religious tradition is an important source of
experience to which an emancipatory critique may appeal, and
whether the conception of communicative action as resting upon a
normative foundation, itself needs to be theologically grounded.[26]
Elsewhere he disputes Habermas’s claim to provide a rational
grounding of freedom in argumentative discourse, arguing that this is
‘an exaggeration of the function and meaning of theoretical reason’,
and that argumentation ‘can be neither the chief means nor the chief
grounds of a rational consensus on freedom’ (p. 95).

If Marxism is seen primarily or exclusively, as a critique of
capitalist society, then clearly it is, or contains the elements of, a
moral theory, in the specific form of a theory of the emancipation of
the working class and the advent of a classless society. The general
question of what kind of moral theory it is, and how it is grounded,
has been the subject of a growing discussion, especially among the
‘political theologians’,[27] and although the answers proffered vary
widely—and are divided particularly by the view that is taken of the
relation between fact and value—they all recognize a close connection
between Marxism as morality and Marxism as social science. For
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those who conceive Marxism as critique, indeed, the rightness of
normative judgements, or the very character of Marxism as a moral
theory, may be held to depend upon its truth as science, as Turner
proposes (see note [27]). It is in this context that we have to consider
the most recent attempt by Habermas to formulate a theory of society,
and the relation of that theory to sociology.

The view of the nature and tasks of a critical theory of society
which Habermas sets out in the concluding chapter of Theorie des
kommunikativen Handelns begins by substituting for Marx’s value
theory, and his analyses of capitalist society in terms of the self-
expansion of capital, a concept of the social system undergoing
increasing differentiation, as the basis of a theory of ‘capitalist
modernization’. This new theory, however, remains close to
Marxism, according to Habermas because it is (like Marx’s theory)
critical, both of the contemporary social sciences and of the social
reality which it attempts to grasp. Habermas then goes on to
distinguish three principal research orientations in current studies of
modern societies: (i) a comparative, typological, socio-historical
approach, deriving largely from Max Weber, but to some extent also
from Marxist historiography (for example, in the work of C.Wright
Mills and Barrington Moore); (ii) a systems theory approach, which
in the work of Parsons (and of Luhmann in Germany) analyses
modern societies from a functionalist standpoint in terms of
increasing complexity; and (iii) a theory of action, influenced by
phenomenology, hermeneutics and symbolic interactionism, in
which the central concerns are the ‘understanding’ or interpretation
of images of the world and of forms of life, or more generally a
‘theory of everyday life’.

By contrast with these three orientations, and after a brief review of
the historical development of critical theory, Habermas adopts a
research strategy which he calls ‘genetic structuralism’ (as an
alternative to the philosophy of history of the earlier Frankfurt
School). This approach is clearly influenced by the ideas of
Piaget,[28] and it appears quite similar to the genetic structuralism
which Goldmann expounded as a method and exemplified in his
studies;[29] but since Habermas does not refer to Goldmann’s work at
all it is difficult to determine, without embarking on a comprehensive
comparison, where the similarities and differences might lie. At all
events, Habermas, after defining his approach in this way, proceeds to
distinguish as the two principal forms of the rationalization of modern
societies, organized capitalism and bureaucratic socialism.

The analysis of bureaucratic socialism is not pursued further, and
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in dealing with the development of organized capitalism Habermas
largely confines himself to summarizing the conceptions which he
expounded in earlier writings on the crisis tendencies in advanced
capitalism. One theme, however, which is treated more fully here
(Vol. II, pp. 576–83) is that of the new social conflicts that have
emerged in these societies during the past two decades. Habermas
notes that alongside, or in place of, institutionalized conflicts over
material interests (i.e. in a broad sense, class conflicts) other
conflicts have appeared, animated by new social movements, which
centre upon the ‘quality of life’, human rights, ecological issues,
equal opportunities for individual development and for participation
in social decision-making. But neither the relation of these
movements to older forms of political action (and in particular to the
labour movement and class conflict), nor the character, growth and
significance of the new social movements themselves, are subjected
to any fundamental analysis or study of the kind that has been
undertaken, for example, in the work of Touraine and his co-
researchers.[30] It may be added that in spite of the efforts of the
Starnberg Institute, the research strategy outlined by Habermas has
not in fact resulted in any major empirical studies, as more Marxist
or more sociological approaches have done.[31]

Habermas’s overriding concern remains that of discovering some
point of conjunction between philosophy and sociology, where
philosophy can provide the normative grounding of a critical theory. It
is this concern which determines his choice of ‘rationalization’ as the
focus of his analysis of modern societies, for the underlying concept
of rationality allows him to connect the process of rationalization with
a philosophical analysis of ‘reason’ as embedded in language-use and
communicative action; in this way, he claims, ‘The social sciences can
enter into a cooperative relationship with a philosophy which assumes
the task of contributing to a theory of rationality’ (vol. II, p. 584). This
philosophy, however, is not a ‘first philosophy’; its statements, like
those of science, are hypothetical, and subject in some indirect way to
empirical confirmation, or may enter into empirical theories (p. 587).
And he concludes by suggesting that the concept of communicative
action is similar to, and subsumes, Marx’s concept of ‘abstract labour’
as the fundamental concept of an empirical science (pp. 591–3).

Thus in spite of Habermas’s desire to retain philosophy as an
integral component of the theory of society its role does in fact
steadily diminish, and there is an increasing emphasis upon the
construction of an empirical science. But this science is still very
different from sociology, and in particular from Marxist sociology;
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and this is so for two main reasons which I discussed earlier. First,
Habermas’s theory of society remains largely unhistorical; it is
concerned above all with the analysis and critique of modern
societies, and unlike Marxism it does not set this analysis within a
theory of history which undertakes to explain all the forms of human
society and their transformations. Second, it neglects economic
analysis, and indeed, as I have indicated, wants to subsume the
concept of labour under that of communicative action. By contrast, it
is the most distinctive feature of Marx’s theory, and its most
important contribution to a realistic science of society, that it does
not deal with social interaction in general, but treats the human
relation to nature, and the interaction among human beings in the
production process, as determining—in the sense of setting limits to,
and engendering dominant tendencies in—other forms of
interaction. It is this conception which has endowed Marxism with
its explanatory power, and still does so today; for whatever
reconstructions of Marxist theory are needed in order to comprehend
adequately the most recent stages in the development of modern
societies—and in particular the role of the state and the nature of
class struggles—it is still necessary to start from an analysis of the
organization and control of production, whether this takes the form of
the domination of capital concentrated in national or multinational
corporations, or of domination through the bureaucratic management
of socialized industry.

The tasks of a Marxist sociology, as I conceive it, are therefore very
different from those of a neo-critical theory of society. In broad terms
they involve on one side a systematic study of the course of
development of ‘organized capitalism’ during the period since
Hilferding first defined this conception in the 1920s (and this
embraces investigations of the changing organization of production,
the diverse forms of state intervention, and changes in class relations);
on the other side, an analysis of the forms of organization of
production, and their consequences, in the socialist countries, as well
as a study of the social and historical conditions which made possible
the emergence of Bolshevism as a distorted form of Marxist thought.
Much of this research is, of course, already being undertaken by
Marxists of various persuasions; and its most general characteristic is
that it concentrates upon those two spheres of enquiry—the economy
and social history—which have been sadly neglected by the Frankfurt
School and by neo-critical theory.
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[1] Karl Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy (1923; English translation
London, New Left Books, 1970), p. 42. Korsch, however, unlike
the Frankfurt School thinkers, later changed his view and came to
regard the elaboration of Marxism in the form of a general social
philosophy as a ‘distortion’; ‘The main tendency of historical
materialism’, he concluded, ‘is no longer “philosophical”, but is
that of an empirical scientific method’, Karl Marx (rev. German
edn, Frankfurt, Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1967), p. 203.
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of the Absolutist State (London, New Left Books, 1974);
Lawrence Krader, The Asiatic Mode of Production (Assen, Van
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[5] Henryk Grossmann, Das Akkumulations- und
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edn, Frankfurt, Neue Kritik, 1967).

[6] Jay, The Dialectical Imagination (Boston, Little, Brown & Co.,
1973), pp. 16–17.

[7] Rudolf Hilferding, Finance Capital (1910; English translation
London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981). My introduction to the
translation gives an account of Hilferding’s essays of the 1920s on
‘organized capitalism’; see also Hilferding, ‘The Organized
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Economy’, in Tom Bottomore and Patrick Goode (eds.), Readings
in Marxist Sociology (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1983), pp.
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[8] Franz Neumann, Behemoth (New York, Oxford University Press, 1944).
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Sweezy.
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Dictionary of Marxist Thought; and also Perry Anderson,
Considerations on Western Marxism (London, New Left
Books, 1976).

[13] In Thompson and Held (eds.), Habermas: Critical Debates,
p. 221.
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Political Role of the Working Class in Western Europe’, in Tom
Bottomore, Sociology and Socialism (Brighton, Harvester Press,
1984). It is important to note here that there are considerable
differences between countries, and also major historical
fluctuations, which can only be properly assessed by the kind of
comparative sociological study that the Frankfurt School eschewed.

[15] On this subject see the introduction by C.T.Husbands to the English
translation of Werner Sombart, Why is there no Socialism in the
United States? (London, Macmillan, 1976), and various essays in
John Laslett and S.M.Lipset (eds), Failure of a Dream? Essays in
the History of American Socialism (Garden City, New York, Anchor/
Doubleday, 1967).

[16] See, for example, Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital
(New York, Monthly Review Press, 1974); Nicos Poulantzas,
Classes in Contemporary Capitalism (London, New Left Books,
1975); Alain Touraine, The Post-Industrial Society (New York,
Random House, 1971) and The Self-Production of Society (Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1977); Erik Olin Wright, Class, Crisis
and the State (London, New Left Books, 1978).

[17] See Serge Mallet, The New Working Class (Nottingham, Spokesman
Books, 1975); and for a concise, critical survey of some of the
principal views, Michael Mann, Consciousness and Action Among
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[18] Argued particularly by Touraine in The Post-Industrial Society,
and in later writings which emphasize the role of the new social
movements.

[19] It is difficult, of course, to define precisely the main theoretical
orientations of the present time or recent past in a discipline so diverse
and changing as sociology, but some indications may be gained from
a collection of papers initiated by the Research Council of the
International Sociological Association; see Tom Bottomore, Stefan
Nowak, and Magdalena Sokolowska (eds), Sociology: The State of
the Art (London and Beverly Hills, Sage Publications, 1982).
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Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education,
Society and Culture (London and Beverly Hills, Sage Publications,
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(1968), in Toward a Rational Society (Boston, Beacon Press, 1970),
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[22] Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns (2 vols, Frankfurt,
Suhrkamp, 1981), pp. 15–24. See also my discussion of this work
on p. 61 above.
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[24] Russell Keat, The Politics of Social Theory (Oxford, Blackwell,
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[27] See especially Denys Turner, Marxism and Christianity (Oxford,
Blackwell, 1983) who argues that ‘Marxism, as the critical science
of bourgeois society and ideology, is—if indeed it is truly
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‘scientific’—all that we could expect morality to be under bourgeois
conditions’ (p. 83). See also the discussion, from a different
perspective, in the forthcoming book by Steven Lukes, Marxism
and Morality. Some earlier discussions are also still relevant, and
in particular those by the Austro-Marxists; e.g. Otto Bauer,
‘Marxism and Ethics’ (translated in Bottomore and Goode, Austro-
Marxism (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1978), pp. 78–84), and
Max Adler, ‘Ethik und Wissenschaft’ and ‘Marxismus und Ethik’,
in Marxistische Probleme (Stuttgart, J.H.W.Dietz, 1913).

[28] See Jean Piaget, Structuralism (New York, Basic Books, 1970).
[29] See especially Lucien Goldmann, ‘Genèse et structure’ in Marxisme

et sciences humaines (Paris, Gallimard, 1970), and Towards a
Sociology of the Novel (London, Tavistock Publications, 1975).

[30] See Alain Touraine, The Self-Production of Society (Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1977); also the studies of particular
movements—the student movement, women’s movement, anti-
nuclear movement, regional nationalist movements—initiated by
Touraine, and the volume of debates, Alain Touraine (ed.),
Mouvements sociaux d’aujourd’hui: acteurs et analystes (Paris,
Editions ouvrières, 1982).

[31] See the brief note on the Institute’s research projects by Thomas
McCarthy in his Introduction to Legitimation Crisis (London,
Heinemann, 1976), pp. viii, 144.



Biographical Notes on Some
Leading Members of the School

Theodor W.Adorno (1903–1969) After studying philosophy, sociology,
psychology and music at the University of Frankfurt, Adorno went to
Vienna in 1925, where he studied composition for three years with
Alban Berg and participated in the musical discussions of the
Schönberg circle. Returning to Frankfurt he became a Privatdozent in
the University in 1931 and began an informal association with the
Institute of Social Research. After the Nazi seizure of power he spent
the next four years studying at Merton College, Oxford, before
moving to New York and becoming a full member of the Institute
(1938). In the USA Adorno continued his philosophical writings and
studies of music, and also participated in a project on studies of
prejudice and authoritarianism which resulted in a major collective
work, The Authoritarian Personality. When the Institute returned to
Frankfurt in 1950 Adorno became assistant director, then co-director
and finally, after the retirement of Horkheimer and Pollock in 1959,
director.

Adorno’s principal writings available in English are: Minima
Moralia (London, New Left Books, 1974), Negative Dialectics (New
York, Seabury Press, 1973), Philosophy of Modern Music (New York,
Seabury Press, 1973), Prisms (London, Neville Spearman, 1969); and
(with Horkheimer) Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York, Herder and
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Herder, 1972), (with others) The Authoritarian Personality (New York,
Harper & Row, 1950).

Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929) The major thinker of the late or post-
Frankfurt School, Habermas studied with Adorno and became his
assistant, taught philosophy at Heidelberg, then became professor of
philosophy and sociology at Frankfurt before moving (in 1972) to the
Max-Planck Institute in Starnberg. Recently he has returned to the
University of Frankfurt as a professor. His principal writings, mainly
concerned with problems of the theory of knowledge, but more
recently also with Marx’s theory of history and with the analysis of
late capitalist society, are: Towards a Rational Society (London,
Heinemann, 1970), Knowledge and Human Interests (London,
Heinemann, 1971), Legitimation Crisis (London, Heinemann,
1976), Communication and the Evolution of Society (London,
Heinemann, 1979).

Max Horkheimer (1895–1971) After a commercial training, at the
urging of his father (a prominent manufacturer), Horkheimer turned to
academic studies, first in psychology, then in philosophy. He became
Pnvatdozent at the University of Frankfurt in 1925, and was one of the
earliest members (together with his lifelong friend, Friedrich Pollock)
of the Institute, of which he became the second director in 1931,
having already been appointed to a newly created chair of social
philosophy in the University in 1929. After the.Nazi seizure of power
Horkheimer moved first to Geneva and then, in 1934, to New York
when the Institute found a home on the campus of Columbia
University. Horkheimer returned with the Institute to Frankfurt in
1950 and continued as director until his retirement in 1959. His
principal writings are: Critical Theory: Selected Essays (New York,
Herder and Herder, 1972), Eclipse of Reason (New York, Oxford
University Press, 1947; reprinted Seabury Press, 1974), and (with
Adorno) Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York, Herder and
Herder, 1972).

Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979) Studied philosophy at the Universities
of Berlin and Freiburg (at the latter with Husserl and Heidegger), and
became a member of the Institute in 1932. In 1933 he moved, with
other members, to Geneva and then to New York where he worked
with Horkheimer in the Institute from 1934 to 1940. He then served in
the Eastern European section of the US State Department until 1950,
when he returned to Columbia, taught at Brandeis University from
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1954 to 1967, and thereafter at the University of California. His major
writings are: Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social
Theory (New York, Oxford University Press, 1941), Eros and
Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston, Beacon
Press, 1951), Soviet Marxism: A Critical Analysis (New York,
Columbia University Press, 1958), One-Dimensional Man (Boston,
Beacon Press, 1964), and a volume of articles from the 1930s,
Negations: Essays in Critical Theory (Boston, Beacon Press, 1968).

Friedrich Pollock (1894–1970) He was trained for a commercial
career, but after the First World War became a student of economics
and politics at the universities of Munich, Freiburg and Frankfurt. He
took part in the ‘First Marxist Work Week’ organized by his friend
Felix Weil in 1923, and was a leading member of the Institute from its
foundation. A lifelong close friend of Horkheimer, Pollock moved
with him to New York, and then returned to Frankfurt in 1950. When
they retired in 1959 Pollock and Horkheimer moved to adjoining
villas in Montagnola, Switzerland. Pollock published a study of Soviet
planning (in German, 1929), a number of essays in the 1930s and
1940s now collected under the title The Stages of Capitalism (in
German, 1975), and The Economic and Social Consequences of
Automation (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1957).



Suggestions for Further Reading

The Frankfurt School has been passionately supported and equally
passionately attacked. Two major, very sympathetic (though not
uncritical) accounts of the school are Martin Jay, The Dialectical
Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of
Social Research, 1923–1950 (Boston, Little, Brown & Co., 1973), and
David Held, Introduction to Critical Theory: Horkheimer to
Habermas (London, Hutchinson, 1980).

More critical accounts are to be found in Leszek Kolakowski, Main
Currents of Marxism (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1978), Vol.
III, Chapters X and XI; Zolton Tar, The Frankfurt School: The Critical
Theories of Max Horkheimer and Theodor W.Adorno (New York,
Wiley & Sons, 1977); George Lichtheim, ‘From Marx to Hegel’, in
From Marx to Hegel and other Essays (London, Orbach and
Chambers, 1971); and briefly, as part of a general criticism of’Western
Marxism’, in Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism
(London, New Left Books, 1976).

The work of some individual members of the school has also been
discussed in more sympathetic or more critical vein. On Adorno see
Susan Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative Dialectics; Theodor
W.Adorno, Walter Benjamin and the Frankfurt Institute (Brighton,
Harvester Press, 1977), and Gillian Rose, The Melancholy Science: An
Introduction to the Thought of Theodor W.Adorno (London,
Macmillan, 1978)—both generally sympathetic and to be compared
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with the very critical assessment by Kolakowski mentioned above.
Marcuse is discussed in a highly critical manner in Alasdair
MacIntyre, Marcuse (London, Fontana/Collins, 1970); but there is as
yet no major separate assessment in English of Horkheimer’s work.
An important study of Habermas is Thomas McCarthy, The Critical
Theory of Jürgen Habermas (Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1978),
while a more critical evaluation is presented in Russell Keat, The
Politics of Social Theory: Habermas, Freud and the Critique of
Positivism (Oxford, Blackwell, 1981).

The principal writings of leading members of the Frankfurt
School are listed in the Biographical Notes (see previous section).
However, there are also some useful collections of excerpts from
their writings, with commentaries and evaluations; see especially,
Andrew Arato and Eike Gebhardt (eds), The Essential Frankfurt
School Reader (New York, Urizen Books, 1978), and Paul
Connerton (ed.), Critical Sociology: Selected Readings
(Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1976).
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