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Introduction
Imre Szeman, Sarah Blacker, and Justin Sully

[Thought] is no longer theoretical. As soon as it functions it offends or reconciles,
attracts or repels, breaks, dissociates, unites or reunites; it cannot help but liberate
and enslave. Even before prescribing, suggesting a future, saying what must done,
even before exhorting or merely sounding an alarm, thought, at the level of its
existence, in its very dawning, is in itself an action — a perilous act.

—DMiichel Foucault, The Order of Things (357)

Though both critical and cultural theory have undergone innumerable changes since
the term “critical theory” first started to be used in conjunction with the work of the
Frankfurt School (Iustitut fiir Sozialforschung) in the 1930s, the impulse and imperative
guiding the activity of theory remains the one named bluntly by the School’s director,
Max Horkheimer: “Its goal is man’s emancipation from slavery” (1975, 246). We might
be tempted to imagine that the knowledges generated by cultural, social, and political
inquiry over the past several centuries — a process still best captured in the drama of
human maturity that Inmanuel Kant named as the answer to the question of “What is
Enlightenment?” — have taken us a long way towards this goal, if not having achieved it
altogether. But we would be wrong to accede to this temptation. The quotidian, com-
monsense view that, over the course of time, the world has become more democratic
and equitable is a powerful one; it has maintained its hold on our imaginations in the
face of all manner of evidence to the contrary. The tasks of achieving genuine emancipa-
tion, real autonomy, vibrant democratic self-rule, active civic participation, and true
social justice — these tasks, among many others central to the activity of politics, remain
incomplete. We can (and should) argue over exactly what constitutes emancipation, and
we can (and should) challenge the presumptions that have long made “man” a too easy
substitute for “human” (as in Horkheimer’s phrase above). But the point remains: there
is still an enormous amount of work to be done for the planet’s population to attain the
capacities, possibilities, and opportunities that one might want it to possess, individu-
ally and collectively.

The work of generating new knowledge cannot but contribute to the project of eman-
cipation. But if, as the saying goes, “knowledge will set you free;” critical and cultural
theory has attended to all of the ways in which the great and expanding systems of
knowledge of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were also able to entrap us. What

xvii
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Introduction

makes critical theory “critical” is its ceaseless interrogation of the processes by which
knowledge gets transformed into doxa. Critical theorists have approached the problem
of particular forms of knowledge being rendered as “natural” and “inevitable,” and their
circulation as common sense, from a number of different angles, many of which are
addressed in the contributions to this Companion. As distinct from (say) political phi-
losophy or social theory, which might also attend to the generation of what Antonio
Gramsci described as the “spontaneous consent” of hegemony, critical and cultural
theory names a range of theoretical and conceptual approaches to the mechanisms
through which some knowledges are rendered into common sense within the space of
culture, broadly defined. Even a quick glance at the titles of the chapters collected in this
volume underlines the degree to which “culture, broadly defined” has expanded to
include zones of social life quite incompatible with any notion of culture that circulated
fifty years ago. This insatiably incorporative, interdisciplinary drive in critical and cul-
tural theory is not new, nor are the attendant problems that continue to emerge at the
margins of “culture” as it abuts, intersects, and melds with the political, economic, bio-
logical, and informational. In this sense, to analyze the cultural reproduction of hegem-
onic common sense — that discursive mechanism that filters our worlds into meaningful
statements, calculable information and knowledge — is to work at softening the edges of
categorical distinctions. The site- and thematically specific analyses collected in this
Companion endeavor to understand how particular social orders are naturalized and
reified through the cementing of social hierarchies in places that often appear to be
distinct from politics per se and the terrain upon which inequalities are repro-
duced — sites such as identity, race and ethnicity, the body, popular culture, and
affect — but which, in fact, constitute the most important spaces of the political today.
The chapters that follow describe the analytics used by theorists to render these pro-
cesses of naturalization and reification legible for critique, highlighting how emancipa-
tion requires a thorough grasp of the increasingly complex mechanisms of cultural and
social life today.

The modern period is defined by nothing if not the creation of a division of labor that
produces intellectuals responsible for generating and safeguarding expert knowledge.
These systems of expertise concern the natural world, with its many laws and axioms,
but equally the social world and the operations of subjectivity. For all their disagree-
ment, the most influential theorists of the past two centuries are bound together in their
assault upon the self-certainties of knowledge as it becomes systemized and, in the pro-
cess, transformed into a form of expertise whose commitment is no longer to the task
of emancipation, but of securing the social and political power granted to expert knowl-
edge. From Karl Marx’s interrogation of political economy to Sigmund Freud’s investi-
gation of rationality and subjectivity, and from Judith Butler’s examination of the
constitution of gender to Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s exploration of subalternity and
the problems of representation — each advances claims about the order of things that
aim to unsettle scientisms and simple positivisms; each wants to show the ways in which
power seizes hold of knowledge to define reality for the benefit of some and to the detri-
ment of everyone else. The systems of expert knowledge that underwrite modern expe-
rience are ineluctably bound up with the emergence of the modern state, which has
exerted its power, through direct domination, “the technologies of the self; or via the
political rationality that Foucault described as “governmentality” The modern univer-
sity is both a product and an instrument of this bureaucratic system of knowledge
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production and management. “The state,” Pierre Bourdieu reminds us, “has the power
to orient intellectual production by means of subsidies, commissions, promotion, hon-
orific posts, even decorations, all of which are for speaking or keeping silent, for com-
promise or abstention” (1984, 17). Against these operations in support of the official
knowledge stand critical and cultural theorists — figures who ceaselessly “struggle
against the forms of power that transform [them] into its object and instrument in the
sphere of ‘knowledge, ‘truth, ‘consciousness,; and ‘discourse” (Foucault in Foucault and
Deleuze 1977, 208).

Innumerable volumes that set out to track developments in critical and cultural the-
ory have tended with surprising consistency to stage and affirm it as an area of exper-
tise, one that (given what we've just said above) critical theory would itself need to
immediately challenge for the way in which it transforms knowledge into static dis-
positifs of a technocratic kind. This is why students and researchers alike have come to
imagine the practice of cultural analysis as being divided up into a set of discrete meth-
odological choices from which they can choose as if choosing tools from a toolbox."
Even more problematically, these choices are all too often imagined as — and indeed, in
practice all too often are — guided by personal preference, rather than motivated by the
critical work demanded by the problems encountered. A real danger of a book such as
this resides in this tendency to further reinforce the idea that work of critical theory
consists of self-identification with a specific approach or cohort of researchers (“I'm a
Marxist” or “I'm a feminist”). To avoid this, this Companion has been shaped to empha-
size critical and cultural theory’s capacities to challenge the language of expertise across
the disciplines, and, in doing so, to draw attention to the range of ways it engages in the
collective project of emancipation.

Gathering together some of the most widely read and innovative theorists working
today, A Companion to Critical and Cultural Theory collects thirty-three essays
designed to illuminate the topics that dominate theoretical debate today and, we antici-
pate, for some time to come. In framing the book around the problems and issues ani-
mating contemporary discourse, we have worked at every stage to ensure that each
chapter provides a sense of the longer history of these conversations in order to reflect
the massive work of synthesis that has shaped critical and cultural theory as it exists
today. At the same time, our hope is that by shifting focus away from the more familiar
“approaches” to theory, this book will provide readers with fresh perspectives on both
familiar and under-theorized questions and topics animating the field of contemporary
critical and cultural theory. Capturing the dynamism of contemporary theory, the
essays collected here present a comprehensive account of the ways in which the study of
literature, culture, and social practices has been, and continues to be, challenged by the
conceptual and political energies of critical and cultural theory.

The book is divided into two sections, entitled “Lineages” and “Problematics.” Taken
together, these sections are designed to provide a genealogy of critical and cultural
theory that highlights its heterogeneous geographical, cultural, and theoretical influ-
ences (“Lineages”), while also foregrounding the issues and problems animating con-
temporary theoretical discourse (“Problematics”). The first section traces the movement
of ideas in critical and cultural theory across space and time. The main theoretical
movement or school each chapter addresses is included in the chapter title; however,
instead of offering an encyclopedia-like overview, we have encouraged contributors to
develop a narrative shaped around a specific vector of dates and places significant for
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the development of that school, movement, or orientation in theoretical discourse. By
encouraging authors to narrate the intellectual history of critical and cultural theory
through a set of concrete events and contexts, we aim to emphasize the way in which
the foundational concepts and topoi of contemporary theoretical discourse (e.g., media-
tion, representation, ideology, and identity) are formed conjuncturally as part of a larger
drama of personalities, institutions, political struggles, and social and cultural contexts.

Instead of beginning with “the Frankfurt School,” or “Deconstruction,” for instance,
chapters in this first section of the book present a more situated history of the events,
disagreements, and migrations out of which these familiar schools of thought arose.
From this perspective, the time and space of origin of some of these key movements are
surprisingly contained. In Sean Homer’s account, structuralism is a Parisian theory,
developed out of debates between French thinkers about epistemology and the history of
science; as it migrates to the United States via the important 1966 Johns Hopkins
University conference, “The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man,” and in the
wake of civil unrest in France in May 1968, the originary energies and commitments of
structuralism drain away. Other theories live more global lives. Neil ten Kortenaar nar-
rates the development of colonial and postcolonial theory through three key speeches — by
Jawaharlal Nehru (1947), Martin Luther King (1963), and Nelson Mandela (1964) — each
with a distinct aim: the first to kick off the development of a new constitution, the second
to motivate a mass demonstration in the U.S. capital, and the third to indict those whose
racism allows them to imagine they are enacting some perverse form of justice. Behind
the cities in which these speeches are given — Delhi, Washington, and Pretoria — lurks a
second set of spaces equally (if not more) important to the narrative of the development
of postcolonial theory — Ahmednagar Fort, Birmingham Jail, and Robben Island — the
names of the prisons in which each figure was held. In the case of postcolonialism, theory
and history are folded together in such a way that it would be impossible to grasp the
dynamics that have shaped its commitments and politics without attention to the narra-
tive of political and racial emancipation out of which it emerged. Providing a sense of the
complex historical foundation of critical and cultural theory itself, we believe the con-
junctural approach of the “Lineages” section generates new critical-theoretical accounts
of influences, affiliations, and connections, both within intellectual currents and in rela-
tion to broader developments in culture, society, and politics.

Let us be clear: the point of these named beginnings and ends is not to identify the
birth or death of specific critical movements, or to speak to high points in the life of ideas
(after which they’ve since faded away), as might seem to be the case. We are not implying
(for instance) that the era of cultural studies lasts from the founding of the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham (1964 to the 1990 con-
ference at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign that resulted in the book
Cultural Studies (1991), or that analyses of gender and sexuality begin with Simone de
Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) and end with Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990).
These would be bizarre claims in both cases. In many respects, 1990 marks not the end
of cultural studies but its full appearance on the intellectual scene: the moment when it
arrives in the United States and becomes an important, ongoing approach to the study of
culture. So, too, with respect to the study of gender and sexuality: Butler’s influential
book is an index of the reinvigorated critique of gender in the 1980s and 1990s, one that
informs some of the most vibrant forms of critical cultural analysis today. The aim is for
these chapters to offer broad histories of critical and cultural theory by focusing on a
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dominant moment or trajectory, against which other developments can be measured,
assessed, and contextualized. As Sarah Brophy puts it in her sweeping account of the
crystallization of gender and sexuality as objects of theoretical inquiry, “the legacies of
1949-1990 are incendiary — desiring, passion-infused, world-transforming ... thinkers in
this period imagined ways of collectively and individually resisting gender and sexual
oppression and rethought the very constitution of gender and sexuality” Overall, we
hope that this section will provide an exciting history of the moments and passages of
critical and cultural theory around the globe in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
one which will give readers a sharper sense of the contexts out of which it has emerged,
and its ongoing significance for literary and cultural studies writ large.

The second section, called “Problematics,” also introduces a new way of characteriz-
ing and conceiving of the what and the why of contemporary theory. This section pro-
vides an overview of critical and cultural theory by tracing the key problems and issues
that the field engages. As these chapters make plain, the conversations driving critical
and cultural theory today rarely conform to schools of thought (structuralism, post-
structuralism, etc.) or to allegiances of individual theorists (Badiou, Butler, Haraway,
etc.). Grouped together by analytical orientation into three sub-sections (“Living and
Laboring,” “Being and Knowing,” and “Structures of Agency and Belonging”), the essays
on problematics cut across the field’s existing debates, foci, and subfields, with the aim
of capturing the horizontal, collaborative production of theory, and in so doing high-
light new questions and approaches in critical and cultural theory. By tracking domi-
nant problems of critical and cultural theory, this volume again moves away from the
idea of theory as blunt method, instead drawing attention to how and why theory origi-
nates out of questions and issues animating contemporary cultural, social, and political
life. In this way, we believe that this volume better captures the issues that have given
shape and direction to literary and cultural studies since World War II. Despite the
tremendous level of innovation that characterizes writing in theory today, most recent
volumes published as “guides” or “companions” to critical and cultural theory have done
little to address the degree to which debates have changed since the theoretical “turns”
of the 1980s and 1990s. A Companion to Critical and Cultural Theory offers its readers
a sense of the sharp and sophisticated investigations that are taking place on a whole
range of issues: community, work, race, indigeneity, the everyday, disability, science,
nature, narrative — much more.

An important analytical framework deployed by many of the Companion’s chapters is
a Foucauldian one that draws attention to the ubiquity and seeming banality of power
as it circulates on a micro scale, constituting our everyday lives without much fanfare.
Contributors to this book hone in on the mechanisms through which a power—knowl-
edge nexus produces and naturalizes our lived realities, encapsulating them with an
impenetrable sense of necessity that all too often inhibits critique and our ability to
imagine otherwise. In grappling with and analyzing the function of the myriad “regimes
of truth” that produce our commonsense understandings of who we are and what is
worth striving for, each chapter models methods through which we can trace the work
of power as it produces knowledge through discourse, institutions, science, law, and
popular culture. These chapters follow Foucault, too, in their emphasis on the produc-
tive capacities of power, rather than focusing solely on its repressive aspect. An impor-
tant outcome of Foucault’s emphasis on the mechanisms through which power produces
social orders and regimes of truth is an opening through which work in critical and
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cultural theory can address not only the modalities of oppression that produce forms of
inequality, but also the modes through which knowledge is produced that allows con-
cepts of difference to begin to be legible in the first place. To look at one example, in his
chapter on “Race and Ethnicity,” Min Hyoung Song discusses how neoliberal humanism
works to naturalize inequality by rendering race a category of identity, thereby obscur-
ing histories of exploitation. Song’s own aim to demonstrate how “inequalities are his-
torically produced” does not, however, necessitate doing away with the concept of race,
in the name of which so much harm has been done. He critiques the neoliberal “post-
racial” society and the forms of historical amnesia it promotes, arguing instead that just
as the concept of race holds within it the capacity to enact violence, the concept also
holds value because it allows us to name these forms of oppression, to analyze the forms
of power that produce these forms of oppression, and to develop forms of resistance to
counter the endemic forms of devaluation that allowed racialization to emerge and
flourish as an epistemology and form of social control.

The attempt to “culturalize” inequalities so that they appear natural and inevitable in
any given social order also raises familiar, but no less troubling questions for cultural
theory. How should we understand the relationship between culture and the economy?
While the base—superstructure model has been widely critiqued as reductive, the ques-
tion of how to understand the role of a political-economic system and its dynamic rela-
tionship with the social order as it informs culture remains a pressing one. To continue
with the example of Song’s chapter, it is important to examine how among the conditions
of possibility for the development and flourishing of capitalism was a culture of racializa-
tion in which groups of people were understood to be biologically distinct from one
another; the cultural entrenchment of this hierarchization allowed for racist practices
that supported the development of capitalism, from the trans-Atlantic slave trade to the
mechanisms through which the present-day criminalization and imprisonment of racial-
ized Americans keeps the U.S. prison-industrial complex afloat. Many of the chapters in
this Companion situate the problematics they address within a clearly defined political-
economic context, and they productively problematize any simple notions of how this
“base” and the cultural forms in question shape one another. Moving well beyond the
once-dogmatic trio of modalities of oppression — of race, class, and gender — these chap-
ters also explore more complex social forms arising out of power’s productive capacities.

In an era in which knowledge is being both produced and obscured at a rate faster
than we — or our new companion species, the big data aggregator — can adequately
interpret, some believe that we have reached the limits of critical and cultural theory’s
capacity to remain a generative practice. In “The Misadventures of Critical Thought,’
Jacques Ranciére comments that many now believe we're at the end of “the tradition of
social and cultural critique my generation grew up in” (Ranciere 2009, 26). “Once we
could have fun denouncing the dark, solid reality concealed behind the brilliance of
appearances,” he writes. “But today there is allegedly no longer any solid reality to coun-
ter-pose to the reign of appearances, nor any dark reverse side to the opposed to the
triumph of consumer society” (26). Ranciere doesn’t believe claims about the end of
social and cultural critique are correct; and if for different and distinct reasons — as
many as the voices, outlooks, and critical vantage points collected here attest — neither
do the authors in this Companion.

We are living through an exceptionally challenging time in which new mechanisms of
knowledge production and circulation, together with those economic and political
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practices that have been termed “neoliberalism,” are threatening many of those small
achievements that have been made in the name of emancipation. In her book Undoing
the Demos, Wendy Brown reminds us “democracy can be undone, hollowed out from
within, not only overthrown or stymied by anti-democrats. And desire for democracy is
neither given nor incorruptible; indeed, even democratic theorists such as Rousseau
and Mill acknowledge the difficulty of crafting democratic spirits from the material of
European modernity” (2015, 18). Contemporary critical and cultural theory reminds us
that democratic life — even of the impoverished variety found in most actually existing
forms of representative democracy — is not achieved simply by the forward momentum
of history. And it provides us with the vocabularies and vantage points from which we
can — we must — continue to challenge the myriad ways in which we are asked to accept
as given the concepts and practices that power has shaped into our commonsense
understanding of the world. Emancipation is too important a task to be left behind or
left undone; we hope this book gives impetus to projects of critical and cultural theory
that will help shape what we are into what we want to be.

Note

1 The reference here is to Jeffrey T. Nealon and Susan Searls Giroux, The Theory Toolbox:
Critical Concepts for the New Humanities (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003).
Even if it suggests too great of a fixity of theoretical approaches, the metaphor of theory
as tools is far better than theory as personal preference, since specific tools are used to
undertake specific tasks.
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Frankfurt - New York — San Diego 1924-1968;
or, Critical Theory
Andrew Pendakis

All thoughts are zoned, but very few come to be known by the name of a place.
Though Jena was the site of a remarkable flourishing of thought in the 1790s it never
acquired the legacy of an eponym; similarly, the milieu called “poststructuralism” by
Americans was never really a “Paris School” despite the almost total confinement of
the phenomenon named by the term to that city. It would appear that neither spatial
proximity, nor coevality, nor even resemblance on the terrain of ideas is enough to
transform a network of thoughts into the concreteness and determinacy named by a
place. It was possible for Frankfurt to become the eponym of a thought, indeed, a
synonym for critical theory itself, because that thought was first a “school” — a formalized,
articulated institutional machine.

A socialist benefactor whose father made his money in grain; a prudently negotiated
affiliation with the University of Frankfurt; a significant network of research and admin-
istrative assistants; a spacious building constructed from scratch to house the institute:
this is the infrastructural unconscious of perhaps the most comprehensive critique of
“administered life” ever developed (Marcuse 2012, 50)." Critical theory survived the
myriad (mortal) risks of its time, in part on the basis of the durability and material
effectiveness of its institutional form. This is neither a guiltily smoking (political) gun
nor a banal aside. Whatever its proximity in spirit to the anti-bourgeois avant garde and
to the ambient aesthetic nomads and revolutionaries of the interwar period, and how-
ever often its members were themselves forced into precarity and flight, critical theory
was logistically intentional, organized, and decidedly this-worldly in its desire to intel-
ligently anticipate the conditions for its own comfortable reproduction. Peace and quiet,
a certain institutionalized refuge from disruption (and from the disruption of institu-
tions themselves, the endless meetings and obligations of the traditional university
form) are consistently framed by Theodor Adorno as the sine qua non of thought in an
age of mass distraction: “bustle endangers concentration with a thousand claims”
(Adorno 2002, 29). He goes one step further: “for the intellectual, inviolable isolation is
the only way of showing some measure of solidarity” (26).

There is in this a substantial departure from an earlier Marxist type, that of the voca-
tional or professional revolutionary intellectual. For figures like Lenin, Gramsci, or Mao
(and of course for Marx and Engels themselves), invention, creativity, and thought were
dialectically inseparable from distraction, risk, and practice: one could only really think

A Companion to Critical and Cultural Theory, First Edition. Edited by Imre Szeman,
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in the mess of the event, in the externality and obligation — as much temporal as
moral — of the demands placed on the intellectual by the political experiments of the
many. Nothing could be further from the spirit of this model than Max Horkheimer’s
frank admission that he “lived his life as an individualist” (1978, 13). For some, it is
precisely in the schoolishness of critical theory — its buttressed existence apart — that
one can discern the outlines of an enfeebled middle-class hexis, one which structures
from within many of the School’s worst limits, aporias, and failures. Gy6rgy Lukacs’s
notorious 1962 suggestion that critical theory had taken up residence in the “Grand
Hotel Abyss” (Lukédcs 1971, 22) — a phrase he originally used to characterize the “irra-
tionalism” (Lukacs 1981, 204) of Arthur Schopenhauer — turns precisely on an imagined
alignment between the political pessimism of the School and its comfortable separation
from the risks and intensities of actual political struggle. The abyss is not simply taken
in from a (seated) distance, an object of enjoyment viewed from a vantage-point of
comfort. Instead, it is to some extent produced by this watching, and in two senses: not
only is the abyss history’s summum malum — everything cruel made possible by
safety — it is also a direct symptom of passivity, the sadness of a body without politics
(Lukécs 1971).

Even for those for whom the Frankfurt School names an historical retreat from politi-
cal praxis, the erudition, provocativeness, and rigor named by the term “critical theory”
remains difficult to dispute. This was almost certainly the most sophisticated cultural
Marxism ever produced. Its commitment to autonomy, and to an extremely rare (often
austere) precision, made it possible not only to be a Marxist philosopher” (or a Marxist
in philosophy), but also to be a Marxist at all in an era of massively redrawn revolution-
ary horizons. Indeed, after Horkheimer, Benjamin, and Adorno, it was possible to be a
Marxist not only in philosophy, but in music, literature, science, and art. The reconcep-
tualization of theory itself as a form of praxis was a strategy of conservation, a way of
remaining faithful in thought to a practice without options or agents. For some, it only
abetted the collapse of twentieth-century socialist praxis, exacerbating the distance
between theory and what Marx called its “material force”: the brains, bodies, and ener-
gies of the oppressed. For others, it was a necessary and principled retreat, a turning
back and away that replenishes a body and gives it time to lick its wounds (Marx 1970).

Frankfurt 1924-1935, The Welter of Method

The Institute for Social Research opened under the directorship of Carl Griinberg in 1924
with the intention of producing a space on the margins of the German academe for the
application and diffusion of Marxist social science. Its institutional structure allowed the
Institute to share resources (and vital symbolic capital) with the University of Frankfurt,
while at the same time granting it administrative control and effective autonomy in the
domain of research. This location within and beyond the space of legitimate scholarly
discourse was tactical. It was an attempt not just to (subtly) politicize the university,
but also to academicize Marxism. If in the wake of the sequence linking October 1917
(in Russia) to November 1918 (in Germany) Marxism could be construed as historically
ascendant, its proximity to politics compromised its claims to (positivist) scientificity by
sullying its “truth-value” (the integrity of the opposition between values and facts) in the
grit, specificity, and bias of mere interest. The Institute, then, was to be a space of open
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yet methodologically delimited inquiry that was disciplinarily close to Marxism’s classical
emphasis on political economy and history (and to the increasingly prestigious field of
sociology). Its mandate was to work unchecked by the threats posed to thought both
(from above) by the republican state and (from below) by the communist movement and
its militants. Though many of the School’s research assistants were communists and its
core faculty avowed the movement’s long-term objectives, the Institute was to function
primarily as a site for depoliticized Marxist analysis, a zone emphatically free of Second
International cant and orthodoxy.

Cutting messily across these institutional and political polarities were a set of meth-
odological quarrels associated with the human sciences and, more specifically, the rule
of positivism, during the interwar period. Though the Institute’s plan to formulate a
rigorous historical materialist social science should not be conflated with Karl Kautsky’s
determinist positivism (the important critiques of this position had already been for-
mulated by Karl Korsch and Lukécs in the early 1920s), it is certainly the case that this
period is marked less by overt epistemological considerations and is broadly empiricist
in its desire to apply Marxist theory to scrupulously collected social, economic, and
historical data. Even the kind of highly theoretical project undertaken by a figure like
Henryk Grossman, whose work aimed to express “the logical and mathematical basis of
the law of [capitalist] breakdown,” belongs to a broadly defined tradition of scientific
empiricism: theory, in this context, is a means (via schematization, or “simplification”)
into the “real world of concrete, empirically given appearances,” one “too complicated to
be known directly” (Grossman 1992, 2). The characteristic texts emerging out of this
period, produced by figures like Karl August Wittfogel (1931) and Friedrich Pollock
(1928) — on the economic history of China and on the state of the planned economy in
communist Russia respectively — are broadly in line with the kinds of texts being written
by Lenin and Rudolf Hilferding, both in terms of object and method. For all their align-
ment with a broadly Marxian (or even post-Kantian) tradition of “critique,” these repre-
sentative Marxist projects of the period of the Frankfurt School’s emergence remain
distant from “critical theory” properly speaking. The critical theory associated with the
Frankfurt School diverges sharply from the mainstream of Marxist thought of the 1920s
in its distinctive meshing of philosophy and sociology, as well as its sustained interest in
the specificity of the cultural field. The outliers, here, are Leo Lowenthal and Walter
Benjamin. Lowenthal’s early research on the sociology of literature, in which he docu-
ments on the level of both content and form the traces left by the mode of production
in a specific genre or text, would directly anticipate the superstructural turn of the
1930s (cf. Lowenthal 1984). Walter Benjamin’s 1925 (technically failed) habilitation, The
Origin of German Tragic Drama, though still idealist-romantic and metaphysical in
tenor, would come to play an important role in the development of Adorno’s mature
dialectical criticism.

The term “critical theory” was first used by Horkheimer in 1937 and was still
employed by Adorno as a rough synonym for dialectical materialist thought as late
as 1966 (Horkheimer 1972, 188). The concept’s broad outlines can be traced to
Immanuel Kant’s 1781 insistence that history had passed into a definitive new regis-
ter — an “age of criticism” (1998, 100) — in which the unquestioned dogma of Church
and King (established theology as much as the dogmatic political absolutism it
absolved) would finally be supplanted by the transparent sovereignty of reason: that
which exists would no longer be left to the brutal contingency of interest, but brought
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under the jurisdiction of rational and moral law, Kant’s enlightened (if not still purely
regulative) “kingdom of ends” (2012, 48).

If Kant, however, did not reject religion, but allotted it — like Hobbes, Machiavelli,
and Rousseau — a supreme social utility, critical theory pushes beyond his strategically
curtailed rationalism toward a Marxist reason that is openly — indeed constitutively —
atheist. This is a stance it adopts in opposition to positivism’s (post-metaphysical) inter-
diction against deciding either way. Along with Louis-Auguste Blanqui, critical theory
discerns within the agnostic’s punctilious restraint the residues of a “bourgeois skepti-
cism” that prefers its metaphysics unconscious (Adorno 2004, 394). Uncertainty about
the nature of being falls away into a profitable practice that answers the question in hard
cash. Materialism, however, is not simply one metaphysics among others, but an objec-
tive (though never unmediated) encounter with the world as it is. Eschewed here is any
attempt to reduce the death of God to the local subjectivism of a Weltanschauung
(aworld view) or to a mere ideology in the sense imputed to this term by Karl Mannheim’s
relativist sociology of knowledge (a position frequently attacked by Horkheimer).
Critical theory rejects monist determinism, abjures as Cartesian or idealist any attempt
to express matter in the form of a definition or to utilize such a definition as the first
principle of a system, and shows little interest in what we might call abject materialism,
the gesture — perhaps most famously linked to George Bataille — in which everything
naively high and pure is drawn down (and intentionally humiliated) in the impurity and
lowness of the real, the dust and shit of things “as they really are” Its materialism, in
other words, is Hegelian Marxist, a work of spirit and history: it is less interested in
proving immanence than in the dialectical possibilities opened up for thought (and
practice) at the moment it is simply assumed to be the case. Critical theory goes beyond
merely asserting, as Hume did, that moral life is possible without religion; instead, fol-
lowing Feuerbach and Marx, the overcoming of transcendence is re-envisioned as the
necessary condition of true happiness, justice, and freedom. The critique of religion,
however, is significantly framed by the School — again following a position adopted by
Marx as early as 1844 — as itself merely preparatory (“essentially completed” in the
words of Marx himself [Marx 1970, 131]); for it to matter at all it has to be extended
onto the terrain of less obvious gods and fetishes, to capital foremost of all, but also to
the many residual Baconian “idols” — from property to representation — which structure
the innermost germ cells of modern liberalism (Bacon 2000, 56). It is in this context that
Benjamin in 1921 described capitalism as itself religion, a “purely cultic religion” that is
“perhaps the most extreme that ever existed” (Benjamin 2004, 288).

At the root of the post-Kantian conception of critique the Frankfurt School inherits is
a project of autonomy and freedom. For Hegel, freedom was an arrangement of the
whole, a sum distributed throughout by the correct disposition of its various bits and
pieces; it is the whole — expressed in the constitution of the absolute idealist state — that
is self-conscious, not each and every one of its constituent parts. Substance is the pre-
rogative of women and farmers; universality that of the philosopher bureaucrat. In this
Hegel follows very closely the proto-functionalist, hierarchical political philosophies of
Plato and Aristotle. Critical theory rejects this political Aristotelianism for a line of
thinking that begins in Rousseau, coupling enlightenment to a comportment necessary
on the level of the part itself, in the thinking, educated, and free political activity of the
individual. What Marx and later Lukacs add to this is an idea of enlightenment as col-
lective self-transformation — a liberty inseparable from the very process by which it



Critical Theory |7

comes to be. This understanding of freedom as self-determining praxis remains a core
aspect of the enlightened futurity envisioned by critical theory. Crucial, here, is the way
these thinkers turn their rationalist suspicion onto the sovereignty and unquestionabil-
ity of reason itself; this is a project they accomplish without for an instant taking refuge
in irrationalist intuition or immediacy. Critique, then, would be precisely this dance
undertaken between reason and its own limits, a project undertaken not with a view
to Lockean epistemological humility or hygiene, but an unleashing of everything depo-
tentiated by the shape of the given. What Horkheimer calls “the critical attitude”
(Horkheimer 1972, 207) of the Frankfurt School is thus very close in spirit to what
Nietzsche champions as a thought restlessly and perpetually “at odds” with the present,
a thought “of the day after tomorrow” (2002, 106).

The term “critical theory” also needs to be seen as a project emerging out of a spe-
cific image of time. It is this that separates the project from critique envisioned as mere
disagreement, a sedentary or cloistered form of intellectual dissidence. For the thinkers
associated with the Frankfurt School, “critical” designates time as the point of contact
between two (or more) states of being, a moment grown both heavy and light in the
dice roll that separates one future from another. This is Benjamin’s Jetzzzeit, a time of
rupture, of maximum danger and alertness, in which everything still to come, but also
everything already lost to death and pain, wavers in the suddenly “open air of history”
(2007, 261). Benjamin counterposes this temporality with the empty, homogeneous
time of a present that simply happens to us from the outside and which we fill like a
receptacle or chore. From a certain angle, history conceived of as this “state of emer-
gency” (2007, 257) looks exactly like Hegel’s “slaughter-bench” (Hegel 2012, 21): it
sounds like screaming bodies. From another, this emergency is the joy of revolutionary
negation: its sound is that of “redemption” (Adorno 2002, 247), of a leap taken in the
open air, but also that of all the happiness history might have had, but didn’t. The
School’s critics are right to discern in much of Adorno and Horkheimer a kind of pes-
simism, a sobriety of the negative they wrongly attribute to class pretension or humor-
lessness (a fusty extension of their hatred of jazz and cinema). This darkness, however,
is simply the shadow cast by subsequent cruelty on the blocked potentialities of 1917.
It arrives from a memory of depression and violently suppressed communist revolt,
from Hiroshima and Auschwitz, as much as it does the still resonating bones of all of
history’s Thomas Miintzers.

The entire spirit of the Frankfurt School, however, remains foreclosed if the English
word “criticism” is not allowed to spill over into the more austere resonances of “cri-
tique” The critic, as opposed to the “theorist,” has its origins in radical aesthetic and
literary milieus, and finds its paradigm in German Romantic figures like Friedrich
Schleiermacher or Friedrich Schlegel. In this tradition, the critic’s pleasure is judgment,
a kind of Nietzschean discrimination that emphatically, even cruelly, divides the good
from the bad. This is a writing occasioned from without, a minor, incidental mode
always being pulled into the wake of new appearances. It is fragmentary, open to apho-
rism (as well as paradox), and highly attentive to questions of style; it flirts with the idea
that in an age of machinery and information, style itself might protect a thought from
its own world-historical irrelevance. The state of emergency mentioned above, then, is
not merely politico-historical, but existential, a matter of subjective concern and reflec-
tion. The great ideological foils of critical theory — Horkheimer’s Schopenhauer,
Adorno’s Kierkegaard, Marcuse’s Heidegger — are never simply irrationalist enemies,
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but heavily caveated reserves of solace and hope. It is only in their identities as critics
that the continuing interest in aesthetics, art, literature, and music can be properly
understood. If Adorno can still be said to participate in a scale that is unconsciously
Hegelian — both Negative Dialectics (1966) and Aesthetic Theory (1970), despite their
fragmentary nature, are ghosts of systems — there remains in his method (and that of
Benjamin’s) a good measure of the tactical speed and nimbleness one finds in a Karl
Kraus or Siegfried Kracauer.

The period of thought opened by Horkheimer’s address in 1931, one virtually isomor-
phic with the life-span of critical theory proper, can be distinguished from the Griinberg
years by a certain wild disciplinary profusion and mixing, and by a hyper-sensitivity to
questions of method. This was a response, in part, to the sheer quantitative inflation of
institutionalized knowledge in Grossdeutschland after the death of Hegel, an inflation
linked to the dramatic progress made by the natural sciences in the period and to the
neo-Kantian and positivist philosophies which emerged as the natural sciences’ episte-
mological accomplices. It was also a response to the Lebensphilosophie and new ontolo-
gies — including those of Henri Bergson and Nietzsche — which emerged to contest
precisely a world in which science had become the sine qua non of truth. The prolifera-
tion of theory into which the Frankfurt School inserts itself was mirrored in the domain
of practice by the breakdown of parliamentary monarchism and the illusion that
Germany could transition itself from what was still (effectively) a feudal political struc-
ture to a modern nation-state via the seamless, apolitical growth of technologies and
markets. Tensions already apparent in 1848 — quelled first by Frederick William IV and
later by the conservative nationalism of Otto von Bismarck — burst into full view in
November 1918 and began a period of instability that witnessed putsches from both the
right and the left. This was an era of depression, hyper-inflation, unemployment, civil
unrest, and war. In such a context, method becomes the deus ex machina of catastro-
phe: it is no coincidence that a contemporary of the Frankfurt School, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, chooses to visualize his method in the form of a ladder — an escape, of
sorts, from impossibly difficult circumstances.

Critical theory begins from a hyper-attentiveness to milieu; it is alert to the cacophony
of methods not because it is particularly interested in epistemology, or in a modern
Cartesian dream of logical certainty, but out of a profound indebtedness to Hegel. The
dialectic, of course, has always been a machine built to restlessly accumulate rivals.
Critical theory emerges in the space between disciplines, not out of a desire to create
bridges, but to burn them: it is a thought that begins in aggression. It is this agonism
that allows the School to pursue an image of totality it frames as produced in flashes
by the constant breakdown of any given discipline’s claim to have exhaustively described
the whole. Critical theory was always also ready to turn this aggressive attention to
limits on its own claims and practices. There is perhaps no thought in the twentieth
century that has so comprehensively registered its own limits, limits at which critical
theory met not only theoretical rivals, but the whole ramifying terrain of things them-
selves, from the abstract objects of phenomenology to the concrete, sociologically
determinate phenomena of radio or anti-Semitism. Compared with this plunge into the
heterogeneous fields of economics, philosophy, and sociology, a plunge taken, as well,
into a kind of interminable everyday phenomenology, a theoretical practice such as
deconstruction appears strangely mono-lingual (even timid), and this despite its self-
avowed interest in alterities, margins, and outsides. Critical theory is always being
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cracked open from the outside even if this cracking is no longer the kind of “revolutionary
practice” once imagined, for example by Karl Korsch, as the necessary catalyst of thought,
but a welter of methods, enemies, and things (Korsch 2009).

The work of the Frankfurt School is a neo-Hegelianism altered by close encounters
with Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. Returning to the work of the School in the wake of the
recent work of Slavoj Zizek and others, it is easy to miss the radical improbability and
strangeness of this return to Hegel. Remember that in 1820 it was possible for many to
believe with Hegel that he had in some profound sense “completed” philosophy — that
his project of a Wissenschaft that comprehends entirely its object (but also all objects,
and all possible objects) had been fulfilled. A new conjuncture began to emerge in the
decades after Hegel’s death in 1831, one that made it increasingly more difficult (if not
impossible) to imagine his work as the last word in German (and really world) thought.

Four tendencies were here decisive. First, thinkers like Friedrich Albert Lange and
Hermann Cohen championed a “return to Kant” premised on the replacement of Hegel’s
speculative idealist logic with an emphasis on epistemology and on the scrupulous
attention to the limits of the understanding. This made particular sense against the
backdrop of the increasing prestige granted to the empirical sciences, a form of knowl-
edge that didn’t (seem to) require a philosophy of Being to accurately describe and
manipulate the natural world. Resistance to Naturphilosophie was intensified by
instances in which its specific, empirical claims spectacularly failed to keep pace with
developments in the natural sciences: the most embarrassing of these is certainly Hegel’s
rejection, avant la lettre, of the Darwinian theory of evolution. There would no longer
be room in such a context for a logic with ontological pretensions, one that was, accord-
ing to Hegel, an “exposition of God as he is in his eternal essence before the creation of
nature and...finite spirit”; henceforth, logic would be confined to the task of laying
down the rules for consistent speech and thought (Hegel 2010, 29). Critical theory’s
turn to Hegel is all the more surprising given the widespread mistrust of the latter
among certain groups of Marxists. “Scientific socialists” like Kautsky, for example, had
gone to great lengths to downplay the extent of Marx’s debt to German Idealism.

Second, from an angle we might simply call (with caveats) historicism, questions
began to be asked within the newly codified discipline of history (and within culture
more broadly) about the mechanics of historical change, an inquiry that would culmi-
nate in the rejection of the very notion of a “philosophy of history” as inherently contra-
dictory and meaningless. Here again we see echoes from an empiricist hegemony that
frames concepts themselves as (metaphysical) leftovers: the inductive accumulation of
data and a focus on positive causal connections replace the soteriological scale of
Hegelian World History. What Jacob Burkhardt will most detest in Hegel’s understand-
ing of history is its reliance on a final causality derived from Aristotle (and thought dead
since Spinoza). In Burkhardt’s account this reliance transforms history into hierarchy, a
move that deprives a given culture or age of its own specificity and difference, but also
obscures the complex (efficient) causes actually at work in historical change.

Third, the turn within nineteenth-century European thought toward motifs of the
self, experience, authenticity, and life — the existentialism we today link to Kierkegaard,
Bergson, or Nietzsche — rendered Hegel’s organicist ontology a sudden cipher for
crypto-totalitarian control and overreach. Freedom was no longer the (self-regulated)
functioning of a part in a just and rational whole, but an expressive, experientially
intense encounter with the absence of objective necessity. For Nietzsche, for example,
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the task was not to engineer a final reconciliation between subject and object, but to
free the subject — now the “self” — from every trace of realist obedience to the given:
Kant’s categorical imperative had here come to fruition in the form of a self-legislation
withdrawn entirely from the horizon of the universal (Nietzsche 2002, 81). Seen in the
light of Nietzsche, Hegel came to appear stuffily moral and abstract, a figure badly alien-
ated from the precious singularity of the individually lived life.

Fourth, for the century’s bourgeoning liberal, communist, and social democratic
movements, Hegel’s politics were perceived as dangerously anachronistic. There was,
they argued, an underlying medievalism in his work, one visible in his rejection of
universal suffrage, for example, or his taste for corporate (guild-based) subjectivity. This
resonated with the empiricists and positivists for whom it only confirmed what they
already suspected — that Hegel’s logic itself was little more than bad theology, a trick
made possible by analogy and microcosms (for example, in the repeating tripartite
functionality of the dialectic, or his obsession with circles).

What useable bits and pieces does critical theory find in the badly weathered legacy
of Hegel? First, the School finds in Hegel the model of a method that does not begin
(like Descartes or Spinoza) at first principles and definitions, but through an immanent,
self-interrogating encounter with things themselves. Critical theory is, in this sense, a
dialectical materialist realism that begins in medias res, and not a traditionally grounded
philosophical system. Though the School will reject Hegel’s contention that the object
of philosophy is in the last instance God, they do to some extent posit an identity
between the ambit of philosophy and Hegel’s Absolute: thought directly grasps Being
(a word the School associates with Heideggerian mysticism and largely avoids), though
in a manner that is always historical, local, mediated, and unfinished. Even Adorno’s late
work is not an epistemology of doubt or finitude (as it is most often imagined to be), but
a philosophy of truth that takes as its objective an extreme, interminable dialectical
engagement with what is.

Second, what Hegel offers critical theory is a picture of thought as intrinsically com-
munal, social, and shared. Though Hegel begins the Phenomenology of Mind (1807)
with what first appears to be a solitary cognitive act, this sensory immediacy is later
shown to be inhabited from within by an inescapable sociality, the “We” of concepts, of
transcendental presupposition, but also that of society more generally conceived, and of
a space/time that is necessarily political. Philosophy, for Hegel, is always already “social
philosophy” (the term Horkheimer would first use to characterize the work of the
School [Horkheimer 1993]). What critical theory likes about this side of Hegel is the way
it targets and denatures the seeming immanence and natural autonomy of the bourgeois
individual.

Third, critical theory’s characteristic interest in group subjectivity is clearly foreshad-
owed by Hegel’s “forms of consciousness,” even if it remains in an idealist register in
Hegel that connects subjectivities to Herderian wholes, rather than dynamic, internally
conflicted Marxist totalities. The School finds in Hegel a model of trans-individual sub-
jectivity, but adds to it a genealogical and genetic impulse that conjoins these mentali-
ties to the historical process and to the specific socioeconomic conditions that produce,
abet, and negate them. These subjectivities are submitted to a criterion of “timeliness”
that plots them along an axis determined by their distance not from an endpoint of
history (Hegel’s own tendency), but from the objective capacity of humans to be better
(more free, happier, etc.) (Horkheimer 2013, 59). On these terms, a thought might be
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“residual” or “progressive” depending on its relationship to the dominant politico-
economic tendencies of the age, with the important caveat that the long-term “pro-
gressiveness” of these tendencies is no longer vouchsafed by final causality and instead
continuously susceptible to violent reversal, involution, and collapse. One might say:
progress is the limit placed on things as they are by the regulative ideal of better.

In addition to Hegel, critical theory owes an enormous methodological debt to sociol-
ogy, though not one that can be properly traced to any stable sociological school. It was
precisely this debt, this disciplinary proximity (as well as a certain emphatic distance)
that Horkheimer attempted to demarcate under the early rubric of “social philosophy”
mentioned above (Horkheimer 1993). There are two core dimensions to this debt. To
begin with, critical theory insists on the heuristic and material efficacy of concrete uni-
versals, of abstractions that are real, but which take place beyond the ambit of individual
consciousness and psychology. This is a tendency drawn variably from Tonnies, Weber,
Durkheim, and Marx (not to mention Hegel himself). Critical theory abjures positivist
sociology’s interdiction against universals, but takes great care to avoid the cancellation
of appearance by essence often attributed by critics to economistic (or vulgar) Marxism:
indeed, Adorno explicitly states that “essence must manifest itself...[in and through]
appearance” (Adorno 2000, 21). This is really another way of saying that theory is not an
enemy of the particular. In fact, Adorno and Benjamin in particular can be said to have
perfected a style of dialectical materialist criticism in which individual faits sociaux are
read as radiant “ciphers” for the “objective laws” they reflect and refract (22). The pres-
ence of the whole in the part does not negate the latter; in fact, the particular as such can
only be encountered by a thought that determinately specifies its relationship to the
whole. This sometimes takes a different form in Benjamin, for whom the particular is
occasionally framed as an end in itself (as in variants of existentialism), a resonant form
capable of being “blasted” out of the continuum of homogeneous time and encountered
in a light that is at once historical and eternal (Benjamin 2007, 261). Critical theory
would agree with Kautsky’s consistent naturalism, wherein the human is placed
unapologetically into the determinist domain of the animal, but adds to it Hegel’s insist-
ence on the difference introduced into matter by spirit, by the gap or hole made by
thought in nature. The latter, for the School, in a position that draws simultaneously on
both Kant and Mary, is at once inescapably determined and relatively (let’s say poten-
tially) free. They have next to no interest, however, in hypostasized, undialectical “uni-
versal law[s] of human nature” of the kind famously posited by Spinoza (Spinoza 2001,
175). Universal naturalist human laws such as self-preservation, or the preservation of
the species (both of which appear in Kautsky’s work) have no place in the critical theory
of the Frankfurt School (cf. Kautsky 1988).

At the same time, and despite their well-known suspicions of empirical sociology, the
Frankfurt School, especially in the Griinberg years, demonstrate an intense interest in
the collection and interpretation of empirical social data. The School does not reject
quantification per se (as if number and being were inherently opposed to one another),
but instead rejects the naive attempt on the part of empirical sociology to import unthe-
orized the protocols, models, and standards used to produce truth in the natural sci-
ences. Particularly galling to them is the way a truth tethered inflexibly to empiricist
description subtracts from the actual all of the virtualities that haunt it from within. An
alignment appears between such ostensibly neutral description and the key historical
materialist truth that in the last analysis all human facts are norms: when viewed from
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the angle of dialectical sociology, what appears to us as a deadened and incontrovertible
“is” is no more than an entrenched material “ought” Though both Marcuse and Adorno
concede that “pragmatic sociology” — celebrated by opponents of critical theory as a
more “realistic” and “relevant” approach to injustice — is capable of ameliorating the
present by making small, yet concrete improvements to the system, both insist that it is
ultimately a form of technocracy, one which in the last instance serves the interests of
the established order and impedes the imagination of new worlds. At all costs, says
Adorno, must the critical sociologist avoid becoming a “research technician,” “social
expert,” or mere “salaried employee” (2000, 21-22).

Critical theory owes a final debt to the contributions to this history of thought made
by psychoanalysis. While psychoanalysis has a multifaceted and distinct impact on the
work of individual members of the School, at core what the Frankfurt School draws
from the work of Sigmund Freud and others is a way of articulating an alternative axis
of historical domination. The latter is no longer simply an effect of class oppression, but
understood as a constituent element of what Nietzsche once called “organized society”
itself. For Freud, “civilization” is the necessary locus of repression, an apparatus of
deferral which foregrounds survival, necessity, and work at the expense of the human’s
chaotic instincts and drives (Freud 2005). In contradistinction to those communisms
which propped up labor as freedom or as the site of an essential unfolding of the human,
the Frankfurt School uses psychoanalysis to sort through the myriad ways a society
built around work, but also class hierarchy and sanitized social norms, embeds into
contemporary subjects a complex of neuroses, frustrations, and anxieties. For members
of the School, a sharp analysis of the mechanisms through which social revolution (in
the broadest sense — not only worker from capitalist, but son from Father, and woman
from man) lay latent in the work of Freud. The realization of this critical potential,
however, is only possible if the pessimistic philosophical anthropology of psychoanaly-
sis is jettisoned for a properly historical materialist conception of the human. Though
the School is quick to say that pain, frustration, anxiety, etc., are necessary (even
precious) elements of the human experience, they unambiguously insist that the human
can be happier and less repressed and its libidinal complex altered by transformations
in the economic infrastructure of society. As such, the School shows little interest in
psychoanalysis as a therapeutic practice apart from social revolution; the former, in fact,
is often itself framed as itself a key contributor to the reproduction of “wrong life”
Nevertheless, as an alternative means of understanding control and repression in
modern social life, revamped and reworked concepts drawn from psychoanalysis
would play a key role in the School’s assessment of mentalities and subjectivities, as we
shall see below.

New York 1935-1953, Life Subsumed

Almost immediately after Hitler came to power in 1933, key members of the Frankfurt
School began to make plans to leave Germany. The Institute — whose members were
not only Marxist, but also largely born into Jewish homes — would have to emigrate. It
was eventually decided by Horkheimer to move the School to New York, where an insti-
tutional affiliation was established with Columbia University. Safety did not induce the
School’s members into a cautious new centrism (that path of lesser evils). Instead, the
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School would come to find at the heart of what was arguably the world’s most advanced
liberal state precisely the barbarism they had left behind in Germany. Though in New
York the School turns its attention to the cultural, psychoanalytic, and political logics of
fascism, these lines of investigation are posed entirely within the coordinates of the
history and political economy of capitalist modernity. Refused is any attempt to trans-
form Nazism into the surprise of an outside, something that merely happened to
modernity from behind or beyond. Nazism is no meteorite — a foreign body that dis-
rupts modernity in the form of an accident — but the direct expression of “monopoly
capitalism” taken to its most extreme limit (this is, at least, the argument put forth by
Franz Neumann in his magisterial Behemoth) (Neumann 2009, 385). If Friedrich Pollock
will alternatively locate the origins of Nazism in the abolition of liberal capitalism
proper, he is still able to see it as a shift within modernity intelligible on the terrain of
the latter’s obsession with domination and control. Rejected as well in all of this is the
idea that fascism is little more than the sudden irruption into view of the human ani-
mal’s deep or repressed truth, a phenomenon of the id; for the School, this kind of
explanation transforms into dark necessity (something always already there on the
inside of the human body) that which is entirely within the purview of political reason
to name, anticipate, and avoid. Even more interesting (and controversial) was the
School’s insistence that fascisms could be found in embryo in even the least collectivist
and political of commercial pleasures. What the School sees in the spectacular consum-
erism of the New World is not innocent fashion, leisure, or delight, but disturbing new
forms of intensified control and repression.

At the root of the Frankfurt School’s critique of modernity is an understanding of
history as singularity. This is a conceit drawn directly from Hegel and Marx. A oneness
subtends the history of the human even if this oneness is entirely virtual; the latter is
expressed as everything possible or thinkable — everything that may have, or may still
be — negated by the faux objectivity of things as they are. What is objectively shared by
the human is the unnecessariness of suffering, repression, and domination. This means
not only that history is not merely a scattered dispersion of particulars, but also that the
historicist confinement of truth to the specificity of a given historical stratum is itself
only partially true: true, because all human thought exists in situ; false, because no one
stratum or context is ontologically necessary. The coming into contact of the human
with its own freedom is in this sense an encounter between a being and its own essence;
there is in this a residual Aristotelianism inherited by the School via its proximity to
Hegel. Freedom is at once a (non-essential) norm conventionalized by humans for their
convenience — as in Hobbes and Locke, for example — and an ontologically relevant
proposition that has to do with what relates to it in the deepest possible sense. This
would appear to be the case for Benjamin, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Fromm; Adorno
is to some extent the exception here, as he is always finding in even the barest (Hegelian
or Marxist) anthropological remainders from the great philosophies of essence, traces
that remain untheorized and so function, in the last instance, as barriers to radically free
thought. Though modernity as the era in which the human decisively encountered its
own historical materialist “essence” is universal — a precious and ultimately untran-
scendable horizon that is for everyone — it is also a breakable, unevenly distributed
promise, a project that can stall or fail completely.

Modernity is a catastrophe, then, and in two distinct ways. First, the development of
scientific reason as well as bourgeois individualism introduces into history a new
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experience of the self, an uncertainty and anxiety that we sometimes collect under the
predicate “existential” This is the abyss (Abgrund) pointed to by both Nietzsche and
Heidegger, an unmooring linked to the collapse of the paradigm of meaning, but also
the givenness and immediacy of every Gemeinschaft (what Fromm describes as the
security and comfort provided by “primary ties” [2013, 53]). Critical theory concedes
the appearance of the abyss, but not the politico-ethical conclusions drawn from it by
these figures. Instead, following Hegel and Marx, critical theory affirms the crisis of
meaning as the ineradicable prerequisite of the very freedom described above: “nihil-
istic revulsion,” says Adorno, is the “objective condition of humanism as utopia”
(Adorno 2002, 78). The second sense of modernity as catastrophe begins precisely
here, in the gap between the possible and the actual. The failure of modernity is
expressed by critical theory as the incapacity of the process of modernization to
engender a historical subject capable of consciously and collectively articulating
its own (repressed) potentiality. Said otherwise, the inversion of modernity lies in its
failure to have undergone political “redemption” a genuine, global, fully realized
Marxist revolution (Adorno 2002, 247).

Two logics dominate this “unfinished modernity” (Habermas 1997, 38). The first,
derived from Marx, is the law of value, the domination of individual and collective
potentiality by the capitalist exchange relationship. In a direct sense this implies the
subordination of human beings to economic laws that are (paradoxically) materially
objective and at the same instant nothing more or less than relations between people.
The diversion of human intelligence and energy into money-making (the hell of “getting
ahead”); the psychical and biological effects of poverty and economic insecurity; the
wastage and uncertainty produced by business cycles; the differentiated social limits
and trajectories distributed by class (reinforced rather than simply alleviated by post-
Napoleonic meritocracy): all of this can be included in the inventory of heteronomy
established by capitalist exchange (Horkheimer 1978, 21). To be added to it would be
the way politics — both national and international — are captured by logics of exchange,
endogenously via the transformation of the state into a bourgeois mechanism of control
and, exogenously, in the imperialist logics of expansion and war introduced into states
by the injunction to endless growth. This fairly straightforward catalogue of the social
suffering produced by capitalism — what Marcuse calls broadly a “life of toil and
fear” — can be found across the work of the School and should be emphasized to guard
against a contemporary tendency (especially in readings of Benjamin and Adorno) to
foreground their anti-idealism or their critique of technical rationality (administered
life, the state, etc.) at the expense of the consistent, frequently acerbic, and often quite
naked rejection of capitalism found in their work (Marcuse 2012, 2). Capitalism, writes
Horkheimer, “is exploitation organized on a world-wide scale”; its “preservation pre-
serves boundless suffering” (1978, 28).

In addition to the “social physics” described above — a domain with near-mechanist
causal properties and liable to empirical analysis — is a parallel fold within the logic of
capital characterized by forms of determination that are resonant and analogical. These
are qualitative or intensive changes rooted in quantitative (or extensive) material forma-
tions. According to this model, structures constitutive of capitalism — be it property,
commodity production, or money as a general equivalent — seep into dimensions of
existence that are conceived by society as inherently separate or distinct. Psychologies,
practices, objects, and institutions, however autonomous they may appear, are here
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shown by the School to radiate the logics and limits of the economic forms mentioned
above. No inch of social space escapes contact with these resonant forms of determina-
tion. The commodity as a form flows into everything, from love and romance and
the (seemingly) natural interiority of the family, to the relations established between
ourselves in the quietest moment of subjective reflection. Though framed by positivist
critics as insupportable generalizations, the metaphysical nature of this causality is
wholly immanent to social process and transforms historical existence from within (not
from without). This domain of non-mechanist causation was first discovered by Marx,
but left undeveloped until the publication in 1922 of Lukics’s History and Class
Consciousness, a book that had an enormous impact on all of the key members of the
Frankfurt School (especially Benjamin and Adorno).

The second core logic at work in blocked modernity is that pertaining to “instrumen-
tal reason” — what members of the School consistently called “rationalization” (Marcuse
2012, 49; Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 218). This is the process by which the theo-
logico-political systems that dominated medieval Europe — systems that organized
common sense in every domain of social life — were slowly disqualified and displaced
by mathematized natural science. This displacement is at once emancipatory and
enslaving — the enlightenment destruction of transcendence, the “superstition” Spinoza
and Kant saw as integral to absolutist rule — reverting into a system of domination and
blindness that would eventually culminate in the total subjection of planetary possibil-
ity to “machinery” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 33). What appears under the rubric
of “progress” as the fortunate coincidence of knowledge and happiness, is in fact little
more than thoughtless momentum, an unsuperintended speed that conceals as its worst
possible outcome catastrophe on the scale of the planet itself. Increasing rationality on
the level of local parts and processes paralleled by an “increasing irrationality of the
whole”: this is how Marcuse understands the paradox of modernity (2012, 252). This
is a state of affairs epitomized for the School by the meticulously organized violence
of Auschwitz or the technically ingenious, but humanly disastrous potentialities of
Oppenheimer’s atom bomb.

There are a number of key “externalities” produced by instrumental reason. First, the
scientific emphasis on analysis, its claim to exhaustiveness, as well as its interest in
systematicity, particularly when combined with the reduction of truth to quantitative
verification or bare efficacy, transforms into “nonsense” or “meaninglessness” all value
not immediately expressible in the form of a number or subject to repeatable empirical
tests. According to Horkheimer and Adorno, the refusal to distinguish truth from fact
relegates all of ethics, art, culture, politics, and experience to the insubstantial, untest-
able, domain of mere feeling. As such these phenomena become atavistic remainders,
the purview of myth, opinion, uncertainty, mysticism, guessing, or silence. This sharp
bifurcation of the world into carefully patrolled “objective” and “subjective” spheres has
grave consequences for the subject of science. A miserable dialectic springs into motion.
Granted a formidable control over the natural world, the subject pays for its mastery
with alienation not only from nature (an extremely complex concept for the School, one
not to be confused with German Romantic formulations), but also “itself” (emphatically
not “himself,” a term that leaves too much idealist personality and untheorized patriar-
chy in the concept). Nature ceases to appear as an endlessly differentiating event, an
unfolding that remains in some deep way mysterious (and even beautiful, ineffable, or
dangerous), and instead takes the form of a complex, yet ultimately meaningless
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machine. The subject comes to take one of four dominant shapes: (1) pure transcendental
receptivity (an abstractness without specificity, a certain generic Kantian humanity);
(2) a psychological monadism indistinguishable from the exercise of mastery and from
the blind desire to preserve the self at any cost (a form which, according to Hobbes,
builds “competition,” “diffidence,” and an endless questing for “glory” into the very
nature of the human); (3) a positivist extension of the animal in which human action is
reduced to biologically determined “behavior”; (4) a being “outside of nature,” pure
unmediated subjectivity or personality, a form in which the human is granted the capac-
ity to create, think, exist, etc., but in a vacuum fundamentally delinked from social and
biological determination (Hobbes 1996, 88).

The affinity between these two dominant logics intensifies along the seam separating
“late capitalism” from its nineteenth-century antecedent (Adorno 2002, 239). Whether
it is the shift from “private” to “state” capitalism articulated by Pollock in 1941 (Pollock
1990), or that from a “liberal era” (Horkheimer 1972, 198) to one “in which industrial
power came to control everything” (1974, 10) suggested by Horkheimer, what remains
beyond the terminological differences is a sense of an entirely new interpenetration of
instrumental reason and capitalism (Pollock 1990, 72). Though capital has always been
incipient rationalization, and rationalization itself a motif consistently exercised within
the growing sovereignty of capital, the concept of industrial capitalism is thought to
name a distinctly new system with grim consequences for the welfare and autonomy of
human beings (to say nothing of life on earth more generally). Marcuse calls this new
order “advanced industrial civilization,” while Fromm names it “the monopolistic phase
of capitalism” (Marcuse 2012, 124; Fromm 2013, 203).

The assemblage at the center of this new dispensation is the “modern large-scale
enterprise, the giant, vertically integrated corporations, which appear in the steel,
pharmaceutical, armaments, and automotive industries toward the end of the nine-
teenth century and begin to completely dominate capitalist production by the period
between the two world wars (Kracauer 1998, 29). These “modern mechanized com-
plexes” can be distinguished from the corporate entities that preceded them by the
extent to which specialized scientific knowledge comes to be integrated into every facet
of the production process (Horkheimer 1972, 18). In the first instance, this involves a
transformation in the executory and communicational infrastructure of the corporate
form, a shift from the private sovereignty of the entrepreneur/owner to the scientific,
impersonal, highly articulated operationalism of the manager. Control in such struc-
tures is at once vertical — with knowledge at any point in the hierarchy confined to a
highly circumscribed domain of specified functions and tasks — and spread throughout,
such that each of the system’s parts begins to reproduce itself in a bureaucratized and
machinic manner that is effectively unconscious. The existence of a CEO - a subject
still in control of the system as a whole — becomes a working fiction, a way of assuaging
the fear attached to the thought of a process without direction or agency. This same
pattern will be seen to structure social relations more generally in industrial societies
(whether in democracies or totalitarian states) where leaders take on promethean, auto-
poetic traits and styles even as the societal whole increasingly resembles an unwatched
machine, an enormous “integrated unit” (Pollock 1990, 77).

The fragmentation of knowledge in the modern corporation and its tendency to
inhibit the construction of an active comprehension of the whole becomes a key meto-
nym for life more generally conceived under the “social division of labor” enacted by
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industrial capitalism (Adorno 2002, 243). The age of the “employee” is one characterized
by the supreme value placed on obedience, one that embeds into social life a nervous
dependency that can only be expressed in mass sadomasochism (Horkheimer 1974, 11).
This creates a world, says Pollock, of “commander([s] and commanded,” one comprised,
at every moment in the hierarchy, by an endless oscillation of suspicion, emulation, and
fear (1990, 78). A rage for fragmented tokens of smartness, i.e., for “certificates” which
establish somebody as an “expert” in one field or another, takes root even as the old
Humboldtian model of the university, grounded in an idea of holistic reason and active
citizenship, is eclipsed by a mandate of higher education as mere “training” (Kracauer
1998, 33). However, even as the individual is constantly faced with the psychical frustra-
tions of life in hierarchy, it is also encoded with an overwhelming “need to be part of and
to agree with the majority,’ to disappear, as it were, into the comforts of the many
(Horkheimer 1974, 12). The linkage of corporate culture with “groupthink” and con-
formity is one that will strike readers born under the sign of the Googleplex as particu-
larly incomprehensible (Whyte 1952).> Yet, a key hypothesis of the School about the
nature of industrial capitalism is that it engenders a corporate culture that requires
mimetic adaptation to existing codes rather than innovation or “outside the box” think-
ing (the latter, of course, being one of the governing clichés of today’s “knowledge capi-
talism”). “Regulations replace individual judgement,” says Horkheimer (1974, 12). Much
of this was mediated via the reaction of critical theory to the trauma of the modern
office, its birth as a highly controlled, ideologically sanitized space, but also to the emer-
gence of a new class of salaried worker, Die Angestellten, studied by Kracauer in his book
by the same name (1998). The automated office represented a new form of exploitation,
one that no longer employed (and wasted) the forces of the body, but targeted those of
the mind and spirit, too. Mind — with all of its Hegelian resonances of ontological adven-
ture, political transformation, and even truth itself — is reduced to mere consciousness:
the empty, interminable superintendence of a “now” withdrawn entirely from substance
and history. The form of perception appropriate to the age of the employee, in other
words, is that of “attention” and “information,” a state of consciousness that has as its
verso a constant state of distraction, a presence that is only ever half-there.

However, it is not just that capitalist production had changed: it had undergone a
dramatic transformation in scale. If machines made humans into gods they also trig-
gered — amidst the sheer quantitative profusion of objects or under the brute verticality
of the skyscraper — a new animal tininess, “the fragile human body” famously men-
tioned by Benjamin in “The Storyteller” (2007, 84). The “monstrosity of absolute pro-
duction” is growth in a coma forever, an autotelic, inherently fascistic form of
techno-economic expansionism that threatens to absorb and negate everything long
imagined as preciously beyond economic calculation (Adorno 2002, 15). “Life;” “cul-
ture,” “experience,” even “existence itself”: nothing stands untouched by total(itarian)
production. If this process begins in the factory, it is only in its (seeming) opposite — the
mediated pleasures and privacy of the home — that the full measure of its power becomes
visible. Mass culture — newspapers, radio, cinema, but also department stores and
mass-produced consumer objects — had colonized age-old interpretive and narrative
functions — the very distribution of meaning itself — and subordinated them to the
blind imperatives of monopoly. Packaged for delivery from a centralized point, its mak-
ers the very same people who owned the means of production, culture had itself
become a growth industry. The result is mass stupefaction, a standardized, cliché and
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jingle-ridden popular culture that Adorno holds in open contempt: “every trip to the
cinema leaves...me stupider and worse”; elsewhere, famously, “fun is a medicinal bath”
(2002, 24; 112). What is experienced subjectively as “entertainment” — a spontaneous
release from the tensions of work — is in fact nothing more than the introjection on the
level of the part of “false needs” instrumental to the reproduction of a (unthinking) whole.
These false needs do a number of different things at once. First, they paper over and
displace the abyss generated by modernity’s dissolution of “primary bonds” (Fromm
2013, 53). As such, they are mechanisms of escape from the discomforts and uncertain-
ties of freedom — what Marcuse will call “the catastrophe of liberation” (2012, 225).
Second, they sustain domains of ideological fantasy that distract the subject and inhibit
its capacity to comprehensively map its political and economic “powerlessness”
(Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 116). “Amusement,” they insist, “always means putting
things out of mind” (116). Third, and finally, they induce identification with social roles
and functions compatible with the reproduction of the system as a whole. If, in the era
of the factory, it was enough to be a docile body, the era of the cinema, the department
store, and the white-collar office is one in which the individual is now burdened with
the pleasures and miseries of “being someone,” of creating and (ceaselessly) curating
what the School often derisively calls “personality” The latter is here completely with-
drawn from the German Idealist resonances which once linked it to self-engendered
expression and fullness, to a life lived meaningfully in a rational (and even beautiful)
social whole; instead it becomes little more than a child’s ill-fitting plastic mask, a
socially necessary illusion amenable to life on set. For men it involves the adoption of a
charming, effortless, and always slightly cruel masculinity (of the kind seen in Cary
Grant films), and for women, a hieratic and brainless femininity — what Kracauer
describes caustically as a “morally pink complexion” (1998, 38). Though the Frankfurt
School had displaced the attention of Marxism from political economy to culture, the
incompleteness of this shift continued to be expressed in its refusal to submit the “texts”
of capitalism — its popular films, comic books, and newspapers — to close analytical
scrutiny; if they were nothing more than microcosmic repetitions of the whole, there
could be nothing more to find in them than the monotonous sameness of the commod-
ity form. It would not be until the much later work of Fredric Jameson (himself influ-
enced by Adorno) that these texts themselves would be minutely examined for the ways
they ideologically think, diagnose, and even resist the subsumption of life by capital.

San Diego 1965-, Quandary of the Riot

Two vignettes have come to define our understanding of “late theory* The first is that
of Marcuse in the sun, now a professor in San Diego at the University of California and
made famous by One-Dimensional Man (1964). Not only was he arguably the 1960s
student movement’s most important theoretician, he was also politically active (involved
directly in protests and occupations) and took publicly explicit and often highly contro-
versial positions on current events. From Angela Davis to the war in Vietnam, Marcuse
was determinately for and against things. He saw in the student movement a political
subject capable of pushing beyond Stalinist conservatism and into a “radical transvalu-
ation of values” that would call into question