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Abstract 
The paper looks at capitalist way of thinking of an organised mode of social 

reproduction is at the center of the critique of political economy. It asks why 

human social reproduction takes this irrational form of an economic logic 

that asserts itself over the acting subjects. The critique of political economy 

is intransigence towards the existent patterns of the world. It demands that 

all relations in which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being 

have to be overthrown. Using secondary sources through a qualitative 

research approach, the paper examines the critique of franfurt scool of 

political economy. It concludes that Critical Theory has remained essential 

in defending the validity of social criticism on the basis of the idea that 

humanity is embedded in a historical learning process where clash is as a 

result of the actualisation of reason re-establishing power – balances and 

struggles for group domination.  
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Introduction 
The principles of justice, fairness and 

equity fall flat when confronted with a 

social reality in which the poor and 

miserable are required to subsidise the 

financial system for the sake of 

sustaining the illusion of abstract, 
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national wealth. Subsidy is always necessary in an existing society, to secure its 

wealth and prevent its implosion. This capitalist way of thinking of an organised 

mode of social reproduction is at the centre of the critique of political economy. 

It asks why human social reproduction takes this irrational form of an economic 

logic that asserts itself over the acting subjects. The critique of political 

economy is intransigence towards the existent patterns of the world. It demands 

that all relations in which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable 

being have to be overthrown.   

As the nineteen-sixties moved into the seventies, more information relating to 

Critical Theory became available. Emergence of the works of critical theorists 

appear somewhat peculiar at this later period considering that the Institute of 

Social Research, the originators of “Critical Theory’, spent most of its years of 

exile in America (the institute was in exile from 1934 to 1950) 

(Coleman, 1974:64). This period of exile also saw the creation of a number of 

their important theoretical works. However, it was forty years after critical 

theory’s inception that attention was drawn to, and it became a viable theory of 

society.  

Marx, during the course of his monumental contribution to revolutionary 

thought (both in quality and quantity), disclosed stages necessary for a 

proletariat revolution. Briefly, the major thrust of the historical tendency of 

capitalist accumulation reads: “the process of eliminating competition among 

capitalists creates a centralization of wealth, at the same time labour becomes 

socialistic, 

technological advances increase productivity and/or replaces human labour and 

there is an increase in class consciousness amongst the workers. As wealth 

accumulates at one pole, misery accumulates at the other, creating two great 

classes. At this advanced state in the process of accumulation, the proletariat 

will rise up to discard the chains of slavery, “the expropriators are expropriated” 

(Marx, 1972:763).  

 

METHODOLOGY 

It is a qualitative approach to research that would enable the writer to utilize 

secondary sources of data for the purpose of reaching a conclusion. Thus, 

existing literatures found in academic works such as text books, journal articles 

and other secondary sources were used. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL 

In October 1917, the repressive state of Russia was overthrown by social 

revolution, well in advance of the final stage of accumulation. The October 

revolution had two major effects on radicals throughout the world: first, the 

revolution initiated renewed intellectual and practical Marxist activity, 

particularly in Germany (Kellner, 1975:133). As part of this renewed interest, 

Felix Weil sponsored the “First Marxist work-week” in 1922, which centered 

on Karl Korsch’s “Marxism and Philosophy” (Jay, 1973:5). Although other 

accounts suggest that the meeting was initiated by Korsch and called “Summer 

Academy” (Breines, 1972:70). This was to be the first in a series of Marxist 

oriented work-weeks. This led to the second major effect, that many radicals 

felt it was time for re-interpretation and re-evaluation of Marxist thought. This 

change in attitude toward Marxist thought is depicted in the work of Korsch 

and, to a lesser extent, Lukas’. It was from the two major effects of the ‘October 

Revolution’ in general and from these particular writings of Korsch and Lukacs 

and the economic aid of Weil that the Frankfurt Institute was started.  

On February 3, 1923, the Institute for Social Research opened in Frankfurt, 

Germany (Jay, 1973:10). Carl Grunberg directed the Institute from 1923 to 1929 

when he left the directorship due to continued illness. These sixteen years 

should not be viewed as the nucleus of Critical Theory, instead they should be 

thought of as years spent sustaining and reinforcing the first academically 

affiliated Marxist Institute. The institute under Grunberg was not productive in 

reference to expanding Marxist theory (Jay, 1973:12), however, it was not 

completely void of theoretical concerns either (Kellner, 1975:133).  

Grunberg wanted to uncover the laws of economic development and verify the 

Marxist critique of political economy. Methodology was not dialectical in 

nature, but rather, inductionist; progress proceeded from the worst conditions to 

the best (Kellner, 1975:133;Jay, 1973:11). Grunberg hoped empirical and 

historical validation would expose developmental patterns of economic change. 

Germany in the 1920’s and 30’s was characterised by capricious economic 

and political conditions. The Weimer Republic was confronted with numerous 

difficulties, which 

convinced the radical segment of German society that revolution was at hand. 

The members of the Frankfurt Institute were not exceptions to this predominant 

thought (Horkheimer, 1972a:V): In the first half of the century, proletarian 

revolts could plausibly be expected in the European countries, passing as they 
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were through crisis and inflation. The idea that in the early thirties the united 

workers, along with the intelligentsia, could bar the way to National Socialism 

was not mere wishful thinking.  

The war debt put tremendous strain on the German economy; monopolies were 

on the ascent while capital needed for investment was failing (Slater, 1977:18). 

Inflation reached its peak in 1923 (Brecht, 1944:18) and private banks were on 

the brink of collapsing in 1931 (Brecht, 1944:33). The “German October” 

revolution of 1924 was unsuccessful, but this did not mean the country was 

beginning to stabilise. The importance of American production techniques, 

coupled with a push for an eight-hour workday, created widespread 

unemployment and fostered dissatisfaction among the working class.  

In the midst of this unstable atmosphere, Max Horkheimer assumed control of 

the Institute after Grunberg stepped down from the directorship. Horkheimer 

was to change much of the theoretical and practical practices initiated by 

Grunberg. Under Grunberg’s control, people from diverse fields of study were 

gathered in an attempt to make a complete Marxist analysis of contemporary 

societies. Although their interests were diversified alongside music, law, art, 

philosophy, economics, psychoanalysis, they converged at one important point, 

the necessity and inevitability of a better society –socialism. One other practice 

Grunberg started, the dictatorship of the director, was kept and used by 

Horkheimer to collect around him a core of intellectuals who agreed with and 

followed his theoretical orientation (Jay, 1973:25). The inner circle consisted of 

Horkheimer, at the center, with Pollock, Lowenthal, Adorno, Marcuse and 

Fromm, completing the circle (Jay, 1973:31).  

In the first few years of Horkheimer’s control, it still appeared as if proletariat 

revolution was possible, and it was not apparent that Fascism would be in power 

four years later in 1933. Prior to the takeover by Adolf Hitler, the people of 

Germany remained anti-totalitarian, as Arnold Brecht pointed out (1944:15): 

“The overwhelming majority of the people at the end of the imperial period and 

during the democratic regime was distinctly anti-totalitarian and anti-fascist in 

both their ideas and their principles. This remained so at least throughout the 

1920’s”. This was not to remain the case, however. In the hope of dousing the 

dissention due to internal conflicts, Hitler was appointed chancellor in 1933; by 

1934 he assumed full power. With the rise of Nazism, the institute was forced 

to leave Germany, resettling in the bourgeois atmosphere of Columbia 

University in the United States. The financial support of Felix Weil kept the 
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theorists protected against economic hardships and also served to hold the group 

together and maintain their solidarity.  

Consequently, through this economic independence, they became isolated from 

the reality others had to face. They further isolated themselves intellectually by 

refusing to publish in English insisting on maintaining the purity of their 

thought until the people who could appreciate it; the German people, were once 

again in a position to receive it. The outcome of this strategy was that 

it isolated the group from valuable input and criticism and kept their possibly 

important work in the closet until some thirty to forty years after it had been 

written. Critical theorists of Frankfurt are continuously referred to by a number 

of different names such as Neo-Marxists, Marxist-Humanists, Hegelian-

Marxists, in an attempt to pigeonhole critical theory into an ideal-type.  

This process allows scholars to analyse, support, or criticise critical theory in 

accordance to their own theoretical stance. It became apparent in searching 

through the wealth of works produced by the Frankfurt Institute and the material 

about critical theory and theorists that it is impossible to place critical theorists, 

on a whole, into one variant of Marxism. It may be true that critical theory is 

grounded in a decidedly Marxist base but it is just as true that this base is as 

multifaceted as the interests that comprised critical theory. As Jay points out, in 

The Frankfurt School’s Critiques of Marxist Humanism, “within the institute 

were traditional Marxists as represented by Henryk Grossmann, the Marxist 

Humanism of Erich Fromm, the Austro-Marxism of Carl Grunberg, and those 

members who were not in agreement with traditional Marxism or Marxist 

Humanism such as Marcuse, Horkheimer, and Adorno” (1972:289-291).  

According to Slater (1977: 4), the first major work to appear was Grossmann’s: 

The Law of Accumulation and the Collapse in the Capitalist System in 1929. As 

pointed out earlier, Grossmann was an orthodox Marxist. That being the case, 

it is widely known that at the core of the Marxism found in Critical theory of 

society are the work of Korsch and the earlier work of Lukacs, which tend to be 

more of Marxist-Humanism. This controversy can be overlooked by either not 

considering the diversity within the institute important or by focusing 

only on the inner circle of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse and labeling all 

other members as marginal. In the end, it is an important issue for even Marcuse 

and Horkheimer who were often at odds helping to explain the drift between 

their writings in later years and why one remained radical while the other 

became reactionary.  
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The distinction between Horkheimer and Marcuse’s thinking arose primarily 

due to the degree to which they were concerned with identity theory. To lend a 

further understanding of this discussion, it is not out of place to state the 

contributions of the Chicago School on organised capitalism, in this paper, 

through large corporations and its argument for corporate liberalism. The 

Chicago School The tradition stretching from Small to Janowitz is 

complemented by a long-running critique of the Chicago School. Recently, for 

example, Herman and Julia Schwendinger have argued that its adherents 

presented a whole-hearted apologia for the interests of corporate capital.  

In The Sociologists of the Chair (1974), subtitled: A Radical Analysis of the 

Formative years of North American Sociology, the authors argued that between 

the 1880s and the early 1920s, academic sociologists made a major contribution 

to forging an ideology of corporate liberalism. In contrast to laissez-faire 

liberalism, corporate liberalism accepted that intervention by the capitalist state 

was needed as one means of managing the relations of large-scale organised 

labour and gigantic business monopolies. They argued that sociological theories 

in this period had a strong tendency towards psychological reductionism allied 

to an emphasis upon 'social control'. Such theories served the purposes of 

professional 'reformers' whose work, they believed, actually helped to obscure 

the repressive structures of modern capitalism. The critical aspect of sociology 

was restricted to 'technocratic criticisms of institutional functioning' 

(Schwendinger, 1974, p. 288).  

Surveying the early part of their period, the Schwendingers drew attention to 

intellectual 

developments such as defence of the role of the state, American expansionism, 

and antagonism towards laissez-faire and socialist doctrines. They argued that 

these emphasis were a response to conditions such as 'the increasing class 

conflict, the economic instability, the further development of domestic and 

foreign forms of imperialism, the interpenetration of corporate and state forms 

of monopoly capitalism, and the rise of socialist movements’ (ibid, p. 162). 

These conditions 'sustained' new sociological ideas such as 'race conflict', 

'social control', 'interest group’, 'assimilation', 'survival' and 'adaptation', the 

authors claimed. They went on to argue that the ideological functions of 

sociological theory gradually became more covert as it was increasingly 

couched in more general and abstract language. According to the 

Schwendingers, 
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the textbook by Robert Park and Ernest Burgess entitled Introduction to the 

Science of Sociology initially published in 1921, embodied the culmination of 

this process. The burden of the Schwendingers' complaint is that sociology has 

served capitalism at the expense of democracy. This is most clearly expressed 

in the following passage: 'the linkage between the professional social analyst 

and the professional social reformer has undermined every democratic precept 

that has heretofore justified the direct control over political institutions 

by the public at large. This linkage has provided the justification for removing 

some of the most important urban issues from politics. It has led to the 

systematic ridicule of radical proposals for genuine grassroots administration 

and control over the institutions that affect the daily lives of common people' 

(Schwendinger, 1974, n 288).  

The tone of the above quotation is faintly reminiscent of Wisconsin or Kansas 

in the 1880s or 1890s. In fact, contrary to one implication of their own 

argument, the work of these authors seems to show that the populist, mid-

Western style of American liberalism, has certainly not been squeezed out of 

American social science. In fact, it has provided the spring for a stream of 

critical analysis which has sometimes been forced underground but which has 

never dried up completely. Three representatives of this approach within 

American liberalism, whose work spans several decades, are Thorstein Veblen, 

C. Wright Mills, and Alvin Gouldner. 

Plato's classic Scheme of Folly, which would have the philosophers take over 

the management of affairs, has been turned on its head; the men of affairs have 

taken over the direction of the pursuit of knowledge. It is a fact of the current 

state of things. Its institutional ground is the current state of private ownership. 

The fact is that businessmen hold the plenary discretion, and that business 

principles guide them in their management of the affairs of the higher learning; 

and such must continue to be the case so long as the community's workday 

material interests continue to be organised on a basis of business enterprise. All 

this does not bode well for the future of science and scholarship in the 

universities (Veblen, 1965a, pp. 77-8).  

In The Higher Learning in America, Thorstein Veblen explored some of the 

implications of the domination of American universities by the interests and 

principles of capitalist enterprise. His argument was initially shaped by 'first-

hand' observation of the conduct of affairs at Chicago (ibid, p. v.), a case he 

found to be fairly typical. In this book, Veblen argued that academics in 
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the 'moral and social sciences' have to take account of 'not simply the vulgar, 

commonplace convictions of the populace' but also 'the views and 

presuppositions prevalent among the respectable, conservative middle class; 

with a particular regard to that more select body of substantial citizens who have 

the disposal of accumulated wealth'(ibid, pp. 183-4). In particular, added 

Veblen, a wise academic policy, conducted by an executive looking to the fiscal 

interests of the university, will aim not to alienate the affections of the large 

businessmen of a ripe age (ibid, p. 185). Veblen did not wish to be 

misunderstood. After all, he pointed out, academic researchers in the social 

sciences work in 'full freedom: 'That they are able to do so is a fortunate 

circumstance, due to the fact that their intellectual horizon is bounded by the 

same limits of commonplace, insight and preconceptions as are the prevailing 

opinions of the conservative middle class' (ibid, p. 186). 

Veblen characterised academic social sciences as he had known it during the 

period between the early 1890s and the end of the First World War in the 

following words: With a view to as much precision as the case admits, it may 

be remarked that this branch of academic science as habitually pursued, is 

commonly occupied with questions of what ought to be done, rather than with 

theories of the genesis and causation of the present-day state of things, or with 

questions as to what the present-day drift of things may be, as determined by 

the causes at work. As it does in popular speculation, so also in this academic 

quasi-science, the interest centres on what ought to be done to improve 

conditions and to conserve those usages and conventions that have by habit been 

embedded in the received scheme of use and wont, and so have come to be 

found good and right (ibid,p. 187). Broadly speaking, Veblen was arguing that 

the sociological imagination of academics was constrained by a dominant 

cultural climate of cautious reformism and that the limits of the latter were 

imposed by the demands of a regime based upon private ownership and 

capitalist enterprise.  

 

KEYS IDEAS OF THE CRITICAL THEORY  

Critical Theory is a term that has become synonymous with the Frankfurt 

School endeavour since Max Horkheimer’s 1937 Manifesto, Traditional and 

Critical Theory (2002a). We can see such diversity only after defining the 

ground that these theorists have in common, which is the assumption that 

society is a whole and that society’s totality could be understood from the point 
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of view of its modes of reproduction. The mission of the Frankfurt School even 

before Max Horkheimer took over its directorship, had been the 

institutionalisation of Marxist methods with a focus on the history of  the 

working class. Marxism was understood as a science investigating ‘social 

existence in its never-ending, constantly renewed transformation’ ( Grunberg 

Cit in Wiggershaus). Critical Theory has been strongly influenced by Hengel’s 

notion of Dialectics for the conciliation of socio-historical oppositions as well 

as Marx’s theory of economics and society and the limits of Hegel’s “bourgeois 

philosophy”.  

Critical Theory’s analyses tended toward understanding of society and pointed 

to the necessity of establishing open systems.  Working from the Institute fur 

Sozialforschung, an attached institute at the Goethe University, in Frankfurt, 

Germany, in the late 1920s and early 1930s, theorists such as Alfred John-

Rethel, Georg Lukacs, Henryk Grossman, Frederich Pollock, Otto Kirchheimer, 

Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, produced some of the first accounts 

within critical social theory of the great value of mass culture and 

communication in social reproduction and domination.  

The Frankfurt School developed a critical and transdisciplinary approach to 

cultural and communication studies, combining political economy, textual 

analysis, and analysis of social and ideological effects of industrialisation . Two 

of its key theorists, Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, developed an 

account of the ‘culture industry’ to call attention to the industrialisation and 

commercialisation of culture under capitalist relations of production (Adorno). 

They considered ‘culture industry’ as indicating the process of the 

industrialisation of massproduced culture and the commercial imperatives that 

drove the system. They analysed all massmediated cultural artifacts within the 

context of industrial production, in which the commodities of the culture 

industries exhibited the same features as other products of mass production, 

commodification, standardisation, and massification (Horkheimer and Adorno). 

The Frankfurt School theorists were among the first social theorists to unearth 

the significance of reproduction of contemporary societies. They posited that 

mass culture and communication are important agents of socialisation and 

should be seen as major institutions capable of producing a variety of socio-

economic, political and cultural effects. Also, critical theorists concluded that 

cultural industries are a form of integration of the working class into capitalist 

societies. They also exposed the ways by which culture industries and consumer 
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society were stabilising contemporary capitalism and searched for ways to halt 

the trend, via political change.  

The Frankfurt School also trained its lenses on technology and culture by 

explaining how technology was both a major force of production and formative 

mode of social organisation and control. Herbert Marcuse, in a 1941 article, 

titled: Some Social Implications of Modern Technology, argued that technology 

in the contemporary era constitutes an “entire mode of organising and 

perpetuating (or changing ) social relationships, a manifestation of prevalent 

thought and behaviour, and thus provided powerful instruments of social control 

and domination (Marcuse). The Frankfurt School also saw the American 

‘popular culture’ as highly ideological and one which worked to promote the 

interests of American capitalism. They saw culture industries as being 

controlled by large corporations through mass production that promoted a 

highly commercialised system which in turn overwhelmed and brainwashed 

people with the values and lifestyles of the “ American Way of Life”. 

The Frankfurt School also provided useful historical perspectives on the 

transition from traditional culture and modernism in the arts to a mass-produced 

media and consumer society. In his book, The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere, Jurgen Habermas, argued that historical transformation was 

grounded in Horkheimer and Adorno’s analysis of the culture industry, in which 

giant corporations have taken over the public sphere and transformed it from a 

site of rational debate into one of manipulative consumption and passivity. In 

this transformation, ‘public opinion’ shifts from the rational consensus 

emerging from debate, discussion and reflection to the manufactured opinion of 

polls or media experts ( Habermas). Political economy Milton Friedman’s 

intellectual contribution to political economy, represented in his classic 

Capitalism and Freedom (Friedman, 1962), is perhaps the most enduring and 

influential aspect of his legacy. It has profoundly influenced both the economics 

profession and the general public, pushing all to adopt a more pro-market, pro-

business, anti-government view of the world.  

Friedman’s advocacy benefitted from the Cold War that saw the US push an 

idealised belief in free markets as part of its counter to the geo-political 

challenge posed by the Soviet Union. He also benefitted from the US corporate 

counter-attack against the politics and economics of New Deal Keynesianism. 

Thus, corporate support in the 1950s, channeled through the American 

Enterprise Institute, was critical in making Friedman a visible public 
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intellectual. Friedman and his Chicago University colleague, George Stigler, 

can be viewed as the intellectual godfathers of American neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism is both a political and economic philosophy (Palley, 2012, 

chapter 2). As a political philosophy, it maintains that a laissez-faire 

deregulated market economy is the best way to promote individual freedom. As 

an economic philosophy, it maintains that a laissez-faire deregulated market 

economy is the best way to promote economic efficiency and economic well-

being. Friedman’s American neoliberalism claims real world market economies 

produce roughly efficient (i.e. Pareto optimal) outcomes, defined as outcomes 

where one cannot make someone better off without making someone else 

worse off.  

The implication is that government should stay out of the picture since public 

policy cannot improve market outcomes. Though acknowledging the existence 

of market failures (such as monopoly, natural monopoly, externalities and 

under-provision of public goods), these are viewed as relatively rare and of 

small scale. Moreover, government intervention is claimed to usually make the 

economy worse off because of bureaucratic incompetence, capture of regulators 

by special interests and political distortions. The conclusion is market failures 

are relatively rare, and most of the time, even market failure is not a justification 

for government intervention because the costs of government failure exceed 

those of market failure. Instead, society should aim for minimalist government 

which only provides national defence, protects property and person and 

enforces contracts.  

A problem with assessing American neoliberalism is that it comes in two 

stripes: hardcore Chicago School neoliberalism associated with Milton 

Friedman and softcore MIT School neoliberalism associated with Paul 

Samuelson. MIT neoliberalism argues that real-world economies are afflicted 

pervasively by market failures. Moreover, it also maintains that government can 

successfully remedy market failure and the Chicago argument of government 

failure is overstated. Government failure can be prevented by good institutional 

design that makes government transparent, accountable and subject to 

democratic political competition. In contrast to hardcore Chicago School 

neoliberalism, MIT neoliberalism argues that policy interventions that address 

market failures can often make everyone better off. 
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CONCLUSION 

Critical Theory has remained essential in defending the validity of social 

criticism on the basis of the idea that humanity is embedded in a historical 

learning process where clash is as a result of the actualisation of reason re-

establishing power – balances and struggles for group domination. Critical 

Theory has undergone several paradigm revolutions due to criticisms of post – 

structuralists and post-modernists who opposed the commitment of Critical 

Theory to universal validity and universal pragmatics (Olivera).  

These theorists had insisted on the hypercontextualism of the forms of linguistic 

rationality and the substitution of criticism of ideology with genealogical 

criticism. Conclusively, the Frankfurt School is what one may refer to as the 

articulation of a theory of the stage of state and monopoly capitalism which was 

dominant in the 1930s. 
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