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The term ‘or i gins’2 turns up in times of so cial and po lit i cal cri sis. The or i -
gins of de moc racy be come an is sue when the threat of to tal i tar i an ism in its
var i ous man i fes ta tions be comes real and ob vi ous; the or i gins of peace and
pros per ity be come top i cal when both are un der pres sure; the or i gins of love 
and in ner tran quil ity be come a theme when both are in ces santly as saulted
by ever more graphic, ever more in tru sive rep re sen ta tions of vi o lence and
erot i cism in the me dia. The same holds, mu ta tis mu tan dis, when one looks
at dis cus sions on the or i gins of jus tice, of truth, of beauty, of free dom — all
these ide als of which we once hoped, so many of us, af ter the di sas ters of
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1 Key note ad dress at the con gress „The Fu ture of Crit i cal The ory“, Uni ver sity of Mel -
bourne, 17-18 No vem ber, 2005, Ashworth Pro gram in So cial The ory.

2 The use of the term ‘or i gins’ – when we are try ing to pin down, in an in tel lec tual/ac a -
demic set ting, a term as amor phous and mul ti fac eted as ‘Crit i cal The ory’ – has an es tab -
lished, and two or more less com mon mean ings. The es tab lished, con ven tional mean ing
of ‘or i gins’ is that of historicism and the his tory of ideas. If we take this route, then we
treat Crit i cal The ory as a set of ideas orig i nat ing in a group of in tel lec tu als af ter the
First World War in Eu rope, in spired by the hegelianised Marx ism of the day, and then
craft ing a nar ra tive us ing the tech nique of the bi og ra pher, the his to rian, the writer. Mar -
tin Jay’s The Di a lec ti cal Imag i na tion, which was in flu en tial for so many of my gen er a -
tion, takes this ap proach. But this ‘back to the ba sics’ ap proach can also mean:
scratch ing off the pa tina of conformism and ob scu ran tism blur ring our vi sion. For this
also is a con no ta tion – com ing from Benjamin – of ‘Crit i cal The ory’: that each gen er a -
tion is con fronted anew with po lit i cal ide ol o gies ca pa ble of set ting the world aflame;
that it is the task of the in tel lec tual to be able to keep re al ity and the pub lic sphere’s dis -
tor tions of this re al ity apart. At least this; at least an a lyt i cally, as a min i mum, as a ba sis
for all else. To speak of or i gins pre sup poses in other words also an aware ness of the pit -
falls of a purely historicising ap proach. („Crit i cal The ory“: an om i nous, por ten tous,
all-encompassing, impossibly ambitious lemma; confronting one immediately with the
impossibility of its operationalisation.)



World War II, that they would be sub stan tial enough to structure our lives
and shore up our public institutions. 

It turns up, in other words, this term ‘or i gins’, when a widely ac cepted,
some times ven er a ble moral/in tel lec tual frame of ref er ence be gins to fray at 
the edges, be gins to be ques tioned and un con vinc ing, be gins to lose its per -
sua sive power, be gins to lose what could be called its ‘com -
mon-sensicality’. 

 * * *

‘Or i gins’ of Crit i cal The ory has in the first in stance to re mind us of the
his tor i cal back ground and con tent of a set of ideas be long ing to a gen er a -
tion of in tel lec tu als which in some ways has now ‘be come his tory’. A gen -
er a tion which sought, in the face of the dic ta to rial ten den cies as ob vi ous in
the Bolshevism of the Rus sian rev o lu tion ar ies as it was in the Fas cism at
home, to res cue a ‘West ern’ Marx ism more be holden to En light en ment
prin ci ples than to the grim civil and mil i tary bu reau cra cies con sol i dat ing
their power ev ery where, and cul mi nat ing ul ti mately in the war. They
failed3, that gen er a tion of Crit i cal The o rists, and the con se quences of that
failure is the bitter legacy which the post-war generation inherited. 

There is a sec ond sense in which the ‘or i gins of Crit i cal The ory’ kind of
stud ies has be come top i cal, over and above that bit of nec es sary his to ri og -
ra phy just touched upon: it too – ‘Crit i cal The ory’ – shares in the gen eral
in tel lec tual mal aise; it too has be come so amor phous, cacophonic, mul ti -
fac eted, in ter nally con tra dic tory, that a ra tion al is ation pro cess in the sense
of Max Weber is in or der: in the sense of sys tem ati sa tion, of
inventarisation, a ‘mak ing ex plicit’ of points of dif fer ence, of in her ent as -
sump tions, of in tel lec tual lin eages. A Crit i cal The ory in which Mat thew
Ar nold and Karl Marx, Gershom Scholem and Louis Althusser, Freud and
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3 One has to give an ac count of what it was about Horkheimer and Adorno’s pro gram –
namely to carry through, fi nally, what in Hegel had mis car ried, an en tirely mod ern
logic, free of all Ar is to te lian and meta phys i cal rem nants – that ul ti mately caused it, no
less than the He geli an and Marxian ver sions which pre ceded it, to fail. For that it in du -
bi ta bly did: namely fail in its in tent. The world now is in com pa ra bly more dan ger ous,
more threat en ing to all of its den i zens than it was when the gen er a tion of the o rists that
sub se quently came to be known as ‘crit i cal the o rists’ were born. (C.f. Rus sell Jacoby:
The Di a lec tic of De feat: con tours of West ern Marx ism, New York, C.U.P., 1981) Only
at the cul tural level has it had some ef fect; c.f. Alex Demirovic: Der nonkonformistische 
Intellektuelle – die Entwicklung der Kritischen Theorie zur Frank furter Schule, Frank -
furt am Main, Suhrkamp, 1999, and the up com ing reader by Pe ter Beilharz: Post war
Amer i can Crit i cal Thought, Sage, 2005.



Derrida, Adorno and Heidegger, Kristeva and Foucault – not to men tion
mu sic the ory and globalisation, ter ror ism and hu man rights, fem i nism and
post-co lo nial ism, phi los o phy and re li gion – can all be men tioned in the
same breath has lost the spe cific sen si bil ity for philo soph i cal and so cio log -
i cal prin ci ples on which this tra di tion was once based and which once gave
it its sense of unity. It has be come, to bor row a term from the psy cho an a -
lysts, a ‘crazy cen ti pede’, no lon ger know ing which foot to put for ward, in
which di rec tion, or why it should re gard the ef fort worth while at all.4

There is a third sense in which we need to speak of the ‘or i gins’ of Crit i -
cal The ory, in ad di tion to its his tor i cal or i gins and its con tem po rary man i -
fes ta tions. The term ‘re demp tion’, which crops up in our con gress poster –
in the Benjamin quote – is a pointer to a world which con tem po rary an a -
lytic phi los o phy spurns. What Benjamin called Crit i cal The ory’s ‘weak
mes si anic force’ de rives from what has been called its pen chant for
‘Sphinx-Rid dles’5, its as yet frus trated am bi tion to come up with an swers.
The wily Odys seus – al le gor i cal hero of Horkheimer and Adorno’s
Dialektik der Aufklärung – lives by his wits, and that means: he knows that
a false an swer will mean his death. In tel li gence, the abil ity to break out of
old hab its and hal lowed myths, the re think ing of old is sues in new ways –
one of the many mean ings of the word ‘re flec tion’ – has sur vival value. We
too, our gen er a tion, is faced with ‘Sphinx-rid dles’ to which we’re go ing to
have to find the an swers. Global warm ing, WMD, ter ror ism, ge netic en gi -
neer ing are a few of these rid dles. The fas ci na tion for Crit i cal The ory in the
orig i nal sense, was based on this – as yet un ful filled – prom ise: that there
are an swers, that they can be found, and that hu man kind need not be fobbed 
off, as has hap pened so of ten in the past, with a purely tran scen den tal and
vir tual so lace. Post-meta phys i cal rea son, which is not the same as ei ther
pos i tiv ism or cyn i cism, seeks a this-worldly em bodi ment for hopes which
an ear lier age ex pressed in the doc trines and sym bol ism of mono the is tic re -
li gion. It is the ugly dwarf which in Benjamin’s well-known al le gory of the
his tor i cal pro cess is hid den in the box un der the chess board of life, moving
the pieces unbeknownst to the players, invisible embodiment of the hope in 
a more peaceful and humane future. 
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4 P. F. Galli: „Psycho ana lyse: Der verrückt gewordene Tausendfüßler“ in:
Psychoanalytisches Sem i nar Zürich (ed.): Be tween the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea.
Freiburg im Breisgau, Kore, 1987.

5 Helmut Dahmer: Soziologie nach einem barbarischen Jahrhundert. Vi enna, WUV,
2001.



Al low me now to pro ceed by ap proach ing Crit i cal The ory the way peo ple 
do in the his tory of ideas. What brings us to gether at this con gress is the
shared con vic tion that Crit i cal The ory is a great deal more than a ‘sys tem of 
ideas’, but let us set up, to start with, a few points for discussion. 

• The term ‘Critical Theory’ originates in the generation of European
intellectuals that survived the First World War, who sought both to
understand what it was that had just hit them and explanations for
the forces of National Socialism, Fascism and Communism looming 
on the horizon. Initially ‘Critical Theory’ was simply, in the
politically polarised atmosphere of the Weimar Republic, a
circumlocution, a shibboleth for ‘Marxism’, an allusion to the
‘Kritik’ in Marx’s Kritik der politischen Ökonomie, and through that 
associative chain to the conception of freedom6 inherent in German
Idealism.7
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6 Which is not the same as ro man ti cism, as is main tained by some au thors. Manfred
Frank is right to make the dis tinc tion: „I de fine Ide al ism as the con vic tion – made es pe -
cially bind ing by Hegel – that con scious ness is a self-suf fi cient phe nom e non that, by
vir tue of its own means, can make com pre hen si ble for it self even the pre req ui sites of its
own ex is tence. In con trast, what dis tin guishes early Ger man Ro man ti cism is the con vic -
tion that the very pos si bil ity of be ing a self is due to a tran scen den tal ground that can not 
be re duced to the im ma nence of con scious ness. In this way the ground of be ing a self
be comes a mys tery that can never be re vealed.“ In: John Rundell et al.: „Is sues and De -
bates in Con tem po rary Crit i cal and So cial Phi los o phy“, p. 8. (Rundell et al.: Con tem po -
rary Per spec tives in Crit i cal and So cial Phi los o phy, Leiden, Boston, Brill, 2004.)

7 "What is the ory?" is the ques tion with which Max Horkheimer opens his sem i nal pa per
„Traditionelle und Kritische Theorie“, pub lished 1937 in the Zeitschrift für
Sozialforschung – de facto by then al ready a jour nal of and by Ger man ex iles. It is one
of those canonic texts – like the Di a lec tic of En light en ment and the Neg a tive Dialektik – 
which each gen er a tion has to read and in ter pret anew, and in which the her me neu tic
level that it yields to the reader shifts, de pend ing on the gen er a tion and the in tel lec tual
skills of the per son do ing the ask ing. The ker nel of truth in the old myth of a locked and
for got ten trunk in the base ment of the Institut für Sozialforschung af ter the war, sup pos -
edly con tain ing Horkheimer’s rev o lu tion ary pre-war tracts, is that Horkheimer was in -
deed re luc tant to re pub lish these texts in the six ties, but this was a re luc tance that had
less to do with the os ten si ble faith less ness of an old and newly pi ous ren e gade – as
some in the SDS would have it at the time – than with fi del ity to a con cep tion of di a lec -
tics al ready discernable in his „Traditionelle und Kritische Theorie“, and which in ured
him as much to the or tho dox Marx ism of the twen ties as it did to the ro man ti cised ver -
sion of the six ties. What is then this con cep tion of di a lec tics, which Habermas too
would later hold up as a model for em u la tion? Put dif fer ently: what is it that is in volved
in Marx’s cri tique of Hegel, and what is meant by the idea that this is a demystified ‘di -
a lec tic of sub ject and ob ject’, and what is the ba sis for the cri tique which Crit i cal The -
ory would in its turn for mu late against Marx’s own position? One more of these
questions easier in the posing than in the answering.



• Critical Theory is the name given to a research program associated
with the group of theorists centered on Max Horkheimer and the
Institute for Social Research, from the appointment of Horkheimer
as director in 1931 to his retirement in 1963. A research program
which found expression in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, in the
various works published under Horkheimer’s aegis during his time
as research director of the „American Jewish Committee“ during the 
war, in the Dialectic of Enlightenment (co-authored with Adorno),
and in the publications of the Institut für Sozialforschung after its
return to Frankfurt after the war. It is also associated with the work
of Adorno, Benjamin, Fromm, Marcuse, Habermas, Alfred Schmidt, 
and a number of their followers. 

• If ‘Critical Theory’ is not quite co-extensive with ‘Western
Marxism’, it does represent the most detailed and differentiated
corpus of work ever produced seeking to ground an analysis of the
crises of the contemporary world on the methodological principles – 
one could also speak of ‘Enlightenment’ principles – first elaborated 
by Kant, Hegel and Marx. It includes, amongst much else, the most
detailed and substantial analyses ever carried out on the causes of
anti-semitism, of racism, and of other manifestations of popular
prejudices – as well as on their potential for manipulability, via the
mass media, for dictatorial and anti-democratic ends. 

• Critical Theory assumes that the increasingly globalised system of
production causes ever greater disparities in wealth and power, and
that these bring with them political conflicts which become endemic 
and widespread8. Conflicts which in turn are exacerbated by the
invention of ever more potent weapon systems – and the
‘contextualisation’ of all these in the history of the militant and
increasingly militarised nationalism of the last century. And while
we are at the ‘macro’-level, at the level of the human race and its
future, it assumes that we are heading for problems in the areas of
ecological damage and genetic engineering which are quite beyond
the ability of currently existing political institutions to ward off or
address. 

• Critical Theory assumes that the relentless commercialisation (and
‘technification’) of all walks of life in the contemporary world has a

5

8 C.f. Hans M. Enzensberger: Aussichten auf den Bürgerkrieg., Frank furt am Main,
Suhrkamp, 1993.



destabilising effect on the human psyche which is most evident in
the areas of gender relationships, of sexuality, of the family, in
education, and in voter-behaviour. Contemporary culture is awash
with material which shows that what used to be called ‘the meaning
of life’ has become a scarce resource, and the psychoanalytic
literature is bulging with the therapist’s accounts of the damage this
is causing.9

• Critical Theory assumes that the technocratic and formalistic
mentality, represented at the most sophisticated level by Analytic
Philosophy, has mythological elements which can be named and
analysed in terms of its sociological and psychological functions.
Formal logic and scientific methodology enable us, in an
unprecedented way, in a way immeasurably superior to all older
explanatory systems, to explore the objective universe – to explore
the ‘without of things’ – but it does so through the ‘constitutive’
perspective of its potential manipulability. In the well-known dictum 
of the Dialectic of Enlightenment: „No Being exists in the world
which cannot be penetrated by science, but what is penetrated by
science is not Being.“10

• Critical Theory assumes that this technocratic/analytic mentality, in
alliance with the mass media, does much to create and shore up a
political atmosphere which makes it well-nigh impossible to gain
the kind of public and scholarly attention for the abovementioned
problems which would be commensurate with the challenges they
pose for the future. 

• Critical Theory assumes that there is something ‘one-dimensional’
about contemporary mass culture (about the ‘public sphere’) in the
sense that commercialisation, the primacy of advertising as well as
direct media manipulation has done much to create confusion and
disorientation amongst the electorate – at a time when increasingly
fateful decisions on war and peace, on public reactions to religious
fundamentalism and other aspects of the current crisis are in the
hands of that same electorate. 

6

9 C.f. Paul Verhaeghe: Love in a time of lone li ness, New York, Other Press, 1998. 
Also Agnes Heller: „Are we liv ing in a World of emo tional im pov er ish ment?“ in: John
Rundell et al. (eds.): Be tween to tal i tar i an ism and postmodernity, Cam bridge, Mass.,
MIT Press, 1992.

10 "Kein Sein ist in der Welt, das Wissenschaft nicht durchdringen könnte, aber was von
Wissenschaft durchdrungen werden kann, ist nicht das Sein." T.W. Adorno:
Gesammelte Schriften vol. 3, Frank furt am Main, Suhrkamp, 1981, p. 43.



• Critical Theory assumes that free trade and globalisation are two
trivialising misnomers for a global process the real costs of which
are being externalised onto the inhabitants of failed states, the
victims of terrorism, inner-city crime, economic migrants fleeing
unemployment and civil war, and the future victims (our own
children) of global warming and other ecological disasters looming
on the horizon. 

• Critical Theory assumes that the human psyche is shaped in decisive 
ways in the earliest interactions with the parents, and that
improvements in parenting and educational practices can do much to 
alleviate the ‘adolescent rage’ afflicting so much of the
contemporary urban landscape.11

• Crit i cal The ory as sumes that so ci ety is polar is ing at all lev els,
na tion ally and in ter na tion ally, be tween an ob scenely rich elite,
en joy ing al most un imag in able lux ury, and the rest of the hu man
race, too many of whom are ek ing out an ex is tence on a mis er a ble
and di min ish ing pit tance. And then we have n’t even men tioned the
mil lions trapped in civil wars, col laps ing econ o mies, nat u ral
di sas ters. 

And a last point, on the more ‘sub jec tive’ side of Crit i cal The ory: 

• ‘Critical’, in the sense of Critical Theory, has nothing to do with a
carping mentality which finds fault with all and sundry, or with an
abstract moralism which already in Hegel is counted under the
manifestations of a purely subjective idealism. Nor, for that matter,
does ‘critique’ have anything to do with that popular attitude which
‘historicises’, ‘relativises’, ‘genders’, ‘deconstructs’ everything in
sight as a matter of principle, with the kind of playful
destructiveness most of us left behind, hopefully, with
adolescence.12 ‘Kritik’ refers, rather, to an epistemic attitude of the
Subject that can be learnt, which in Hegel is described under the
well-known headings of reflection, mediation, and the ‘dialectic’ of
subject and object, and which involves – philosophically speaking –
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11 Jürgen Habermas, Rainer Döbert, Gertrud Nunner-Winkler: Entwicklung des Ichs, Co -
logne, Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1977.

12 C.f. Pe ter Sloterdijk: „Cyn i cism – The Twi light of false con scious ness“ in: New Ger -
man Cri tique, 33, 1984, p. 190.



a reconciliation of the two central traditions of Western thought: the
Aristotelian and the Judaic-Christian.13

 * * *

Now, a con gress on Crit i cal The ory does not need to be told that all of the
above is highly con ten tious, and that any one try ing to de fend the sys tem -
atic as pect thereof does so in the face of a re search es tab lish ment whose ge -
ne al ogy – in terms of its the ory of knowl edge – goes back to Des cartes,
Locke, Rus sell, rather than to Kant and Hegel. A re search es tab lish ment
whose pride is its ‘no-non sense’ re jec tion of ev ery thing that smacks of the
meta phys i cal, of the a pri ori, of the tran scen den tal, pro fess ing to see in
such a ‘to tal’ or all-en com pass ing ap proach to re al ity at best a ‘myth of to -
tal rea son’, and at worst a dog matic ide ol ogy whose ad her ents are – os ten -
si bly – a threat to ‘the open society’ and in urgent need of having to be
locked up. 
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13 ’Kritik’ in Kant – a con no ta tion which it re tains right through Hegel and Marx, with
echos through to Freud – im plies not so much that knowl edge is some thing ‘em pir i cal’,
some thing to do with ob jects in the ‘ex ter nal’ world (noth ing ‘intentio recta’, in the
older ter mi nol ogy), but that ‘real’ knowl edge, the ‘es sen tial’ and higher re gions of what
it is that we can pos si bly per ceive and gain in sight into, has to do with the cri tique of the 
‘merely’ em pir i cal or the merely ‘given’; noth ing less than the lat ter’s ‘sublation’ is
what this ‘cri tique’ in tends. Only in di rectly, by re flect ing both upon ‘thought’ and upon
the con crete thinker (only ‘intentio obliqua’) is any thing of any im por tance to be
gleaned, namely the over com ing of il lu sion. This is the as pect that con nects, for Max
Horkheimer, the most re cent ef forts of ‘Ideologiekritik’ with the old est cri tique of Pa -
gan ism, the ta boo on ‘graven im ages’ and the at tack on those who would ven er ate the
‘golden calf’. (C.f. Avishai Margalit and Moshe Halbertal: Idol a try, Cam bridge, Mass.,
Har vard UP, 1992.) 
Habermas on this: „Die gegenseitige Durchdringung von Christentum und griechischer
Metaphysik hat ja nicht nur die geistige Ges talt theologischer Dogmatik und eine –
nicht in jeder Hinsicht segenreiche – Hellenisierung des Christentums hervorgebracht.
Sie hat auf der anderen Seite auch eine Aneignung genuin christlicher Gehalte durch die 
Philosophie gefördert. Diese Aneignungsarbeit hat sich in schwer beladenen normativen 
Begriffsnetzen wie Verantwortung, Autonomie und Rechtfertigung, wie Geschichte und 
Erinnerung, Neubeginnen, In no va tion und Wiederkehr, wie Emanzipation und
Erfüllung, wie Entäußerung, Verinnerlichung und Verkörperung, Individualität und
Gemeinschaft niedergeschlagen. Sie hat den ursprünglich religiösen Sinn zwar
transformiert, aber nicht auf eine entleerende Weise deflationiert und aufgezehrt. Die
Übersetzung der Gottesebenbildlichkeit des Menschen in die gleiche und unbedingt zu
achtende Würde aller Menschen ist eine solche rettende Übersetzung.“ („Stellungnahme 
Pro fes sor Dr. Jürgen Habermas“ in: Zur Debatte – Themen der Katholischen Akademie
in Bayern, vol. 34, Munich 2004, p. 4.)



So let me take my cue on this dif fi cult ques tion of a ‘to tal’ ap proach to the 
world from George Steiner, the most prom i nent rep re sen ta tive to day of that 
other Crit i cal The ory, – I mean the one go ing back to Mat thew Ar nold
rather than to Max Horkheimer – when he says, in a lec ture some years ago: 

„Hegel poses the ques tion whether a cer tain kind of con cen trated pol i tics, of so -
cio log i cal and philo soph i cal think ing, does not de stroy the ob ject of its re flec -
tions. This is an over whelm ingly im por tant and in ter est ing ques tion. Hegel’s
own form of thought seeks to be ‘to tal’, and we’re in need of a great his to rian to
write the book ca pa ble of clar i fy ing for us the re la tion ship be tween ‘to tal’ and
‘to tal i tar ian’. The re la tion ship be tween these two words are com plex and sub tle,
they are not vul gar, they are not sim ple. But when a phi los o phy of the state, of so -
ci ety, such as that of Auguste Comte or Marx and Engels seeks to be ‘to tal’, seeks
to cover all as pects of hu man endeavour, of hu man his tory and hu man in sti tu -
tions, then that is a step from philo soph i cal to tal ity to po lit i cal to tal i tar i an ism, a
very es sen tial step taken, out of free choice and af fin ity – out of an ‘elec tive af fin -
ity’ with the Ab so lute, as Goe the could have put it. Ide al ism seems to posit that
not a sin gle as pect of hu man ac tion and ex pe ri ence may be left out of a sys tem atic 
‘summa’ – a ‘summa summarum’ of the kind we find in Hegel’s Encyclopaedia,
in Hegel’s Phe nom en ol ogy, but also in the Cri tiques of Kant. And this pow er ful
de mand of Ger man Phi los o phy will grad u ally lead, quite un nec es sar ily, to the
Marx ist creed that the re spon si bil ity of man for fun da men tal eco nomic and so ci -
etal laws is an in con tro vert ible fact.“14

Now, one can re gard this pas sage as a de scrip tion of the task that Crit i cal
The ory has set it self – at least at the sub jec tive level. Namely to de fend, and 
per haps re-at tain, in the face of a purely atomistic and piece meal ap proach
within the So cial Sci ences, some thing of that per sua sive power which char -
ac ter ised the great moral-the o ret i cal sys tems of the past, while at the same
time aban don ing the hu bris of that ‘First Phi los o phy’ which sees in the
‘merely em pir i cal’ no more than ‘par tic u lar’ ex am ples of eter nal cat e go -
ries.15

9

14 George Steiner: Door een spiegel, in raadselen. Huizinga-lezing 1987, Am ster dam, Bert 
Bakker, 1987, p. 13/14 (own trans la tion). The em pha sis on the to tal ity of things is
anti-em pir i cal, anti-cler i cal, anti-in di vid u al is tic in the sense that it dwells on the or i gins
of in di vid u al ism and the con science. Psy cho log i cally speak ing: it moves in the realm of
the mi metic-col lec tive, of Durkheim’s ‘con science col lec tive’. Mar tin Jay (Marx ism
and To tal ity, Berke ley, Uni ver sity of Cal i for nia Press, 1984, p. 199) speaks of the „ab -
stract an tith e sis be tween totalistic phi los o phy and an a lytic em pir i cal re search“ at the
heart of West ern Phi los o phy, and of Crit i cal The ory’s self-im posed task of find ing a
means to rec on cile these an tith e ses: the a pri ori and the em pir i cal. (On this, c.f. his:
„Can all Ho ri zons be fused?“ in: In tel lec tual History Newsletter, vol. 20, 1998)

15 C.f. Mar tin Jay ibid.: Marx ism and To tal ity.



How does it do that? That is one of those ques tions one can only ap proach 
as ymp tot i cally. 

 * * * 

Let me ven ture, at this point, as a kind of stock-tak ing of the above, the
fol low ing the sis: Crit i cal The ory has an ob jec tive his tor i cal and a sub jec -
tive mo ti va tional side to it.

The ob jec tive his tor i cal as pect of the or i gins of Crit i cal The ory is to be
found in the cri sis of Eu ro pean cul ture and so ci ety start ing with the First
World War. In a radi cal is ation of the Ger man Ide al ist tra di tion, what only
later would come to be termed ‘Crit i cal The ory’ seeks both to rid ‘tra di -
tional’ the ory of its con tem pla tive and ‘time-less’ (Ar is to te lian) el e ments,
and to mo bi lise pop u lar dem o cratic sup port in the face of National
Socialism and Totalitarianism. 

The sub jec tive mo ti va tional as pect of Crit i cal The ory con sists in its radi -
cal is ation of Freud ian Psy cho anal y sis, to the point where the old ‘En light -
en ment’ ideal of ‘free and au ton o mous sub jec tiv ity’ can be come ac tu al ised 
for child-rear ing and ed u ca tional prac tices – in such a way that, at least for
fu ture gen er a tions, the self-de struc tive and alien at ing as pects of popular
culture can be contained. 

These two as pects – the ob jec tive and the sub jec tive – make up a ‘unity’
with out the one be ing re duc ible to the other. In this nec es sary ‘di a lec tic of
ob ject and sub ject’ Crit i cal The ory re mains loyal to the foun da tional in tu -
itions of the mono the is tic re li gions: that a peace ful so ci ety, a uni ver sal ist ic
mo ral ity and the har mo ni ous in ner life of the in di vid ual to gether make up a
‘to tal ity’ in which each com po nent part ‘makes sense’ both in itself and in
relation to the ‘whole’.

 * * * 

Can we, on the ba sis of what has now been said, for mu late some kind of
‘de mar ca tion cri te rion’ of what it is that Crit i cal The ory ‘is’; some thing of
use when try ing to de cide whether a par tic u lar the o ret i cal ap proach is or is
not in spired by what one could call the ‘foun da tional’ in tu itions of Crit i cal
The ory? To say some thing, in other words, about the epistemological or i -
gins of this ‘on the ob jec tive side/on the sub jec tive side’ type of ar gu men ta -
tion which we find, de spite the dif fer ences, in the en tire ‘di a lec ti cal’ tra di -
tion from Kant and Hegel through to Habermas. 
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Let me try to il lus trate this char ac ter is tic ‘dou ble struc ture’ of ar gu men ta -
tion by means of the fol low ing pas sage from Jürgen Habermas: 

„It is within the lifeworld that the in ter pre ta tive work of many pre vi ous gen er a -
tions is stored; it is the con ser va tive coun ter-weight to the risk of dis sent as so ci -
ated with the pro cess of reach ing an un der stand ing. For those en gaged in com -
mu ni ca tive ac tion are able to reach agree ment only on the ba sis of yes/no
de ci sions with re spect to va lid ity claims. The more these weights shift, the less
the need for agree ment is cov ered by lifeworld con vic tions shielded from cri -
tique, and hence the more this con sen sus has to be based on the in ter pre tive skills
of the par tic i pants them selves... the more we can ex pect ra tio nal ac tion ori en ta -
tions. Ev ery form of ra tion al is ation im bed ded in the gen eral struc ture of
consensually ori en tated ac tion hence lets it self be de scribed in the di men sions
‘nor ma tively pre scribed’ agree ment ver sus ‘com mu ni ca tively achieved’ agree -
ment.
 The more cul tural tra di tions pre de ter mine which va lid ity claims have to be ac -
cepted when, where, for what, by whom, and in re spect of whom, the less do the
par tic i pants them selves have the pos si bil ity or the po ten tial grounds, on which to
base their yes/no de ci sions, to make these de ci sions ex plicit, or to sub mit them
for val i da tion.“16

That is one of those pas sages from Jürgen Habermas which is met, on the
part of the cog ni tive sci en tists and the an a lyt i cal phi los o phers, with in com -
pre hen sion, with ve he ment dis agree ment, or both. For the cen tral terms are
used in two quite sep a rate mean ings at the same time. Whether two or more 
ac tors – in the so cio log i cal sense of the word – have or have not agreed to
some thing is af ter all an or di nary em pir i cal ob ser va tion. No dif fer ent from
all other sit u a tions in So ci ol ogy – or in our day-to-day lives for that mat ter
– where em pir i cal ob ser va tions are in or der. But the sec ond mean ing is
quite dif fer ent, in vokes a quite dif fer ent stance, and it helps to have read
Lukács’ His tory and Class Con scious ness if one wants to un der stand what
it means. In mo der nity (or globalised Cap i tal ism, or what ever one wants to
call the pres ent world sys tem) in sti tu tion al ised de ci sion-mak ing pro cesses
are sub ject to spe cific con straints which be come vis i ble only when one
takes a ‘his tor i cal’ or ‘spe cies’ per spec tive. That is, at the sec ond mean -
ing-level, not ob jec tive events but ‘objectifiability’ as a ‘stance’, as some -
thing that has to be learnt dur ing a socia li sa tion pro cess – as a ‘fun da men tal
ori en ta tion towards the world’, in Habermas’ terminology, a
„Grundeinstellung zur Welt“, is being thematised. 
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16 Jürgen Habermas: Handlungsrationalität und gesellschaftliche Rationalisierung, un pub -
lished manu script, p. 31 (own trans la tion.)



How these two di men sions – ‘ob jec tive events’ in the usual em pir i cal
sense, and ‘objectifiability’ as a sub jec tive ‘stance’, as a com pe tence or a
‘know-how’ that needs to be learnt – how these two di men sions re late to
one an other is of course the topic of Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns
and to probe this any fur ther would mean to go into the fas ci nat ing ques tion 
– on which I shall say a bit more be low – of the ex tent to which this ‘im ma -
nent cri tique’ of An a lytic Phi los o phy has succeeded. 

Here it is my pur pose merely to point to these di men sions, and sug gest
that it is here that the par al lel is to be found to the the o ret i cal/prac ti cal rea -
son di chot omy of Kant, the ob ject/sub ject di a lec tic of Hegel, and to the the -
ory/prac tice dichotomy of Marx. 

Where does that get us? 

It gets us to that dif fi cult de bate about the ‘sub ject’ of Crit i cal The ory. 
The ‘sub ject’ in the above Habermas pas sage is clearly not the ‘sub ject’

of Cog ni tive Sci ence or the ‘sub ject’ of An a lytic Phi los o phy. In what this
‘more’ con sists – and it is a ‘more’, not a ‘less’ – is not easy to for mu late,
since it touches on one of those things which mark off Con ti nen tal from
An a lytic Phi los o phy, and hence gets us into an ar gu ment about ob jec tiv ity
in the nat u ral sci ence sense of the word. Whereas it is pre cisely the pur pose
of Crit i cal The ory to show in what sense mo ral ity and even aes thet ics are
‘ob jec tive’, and not just a matter for personal opinion. 

The ‘sub ject’ of Habermas’ Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns – the
‘sub ject’ ca pa ble of un dis torted com mu ni ca tive in ter ac tion with his/her
fel low hu man be ings – is in some sense an ideal con struct: a com pos ite of
Kant’s au ton o mous in di vid u al ity, Nietz sche’s Zarathustra, Marx’s com -
bat ive pub lic in tel lec tual fight ing for a more peace ful world, and Freud’s
neu ro sis-free in di vid ual not in ca pac i tated by the pri mal drive de riv a tives of 
fear, anx i ety, ag gres sion and lust. It is an ideal based on the con vic tion that
re al ity in the nat u ral sci ence sense is mor ally in tol er a ble; that ev ery no tion
of ‘men tal health’ not based on a col lec tive quest for a more peace ful world 
is it self a bit of that cul tural bar ba rism we see around us all the time. (That
has formed us, and that we try to escape from.)

But it is also the skills of philo soph i cal her me neu tics ap plied to the ‘or di -
nary lan guage’ that all of us are im mersed in most of the time. If the ‘sub -
ject’ of the Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns hardly ex ists to day, it
sure does sharpen our per cep tions for the in creas ing dis tor tions af flict ing
the pop u lar cul ture around us. A con cept like ‘sys tem at i cally dis torted
com mu ni ca tion’ not only cir cum scribes most use fully what it is that a psy -
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cho an a lytic treat ment seeks to over come – with out go ing into the dif fi cult
is sue of its ‘meth od ol ogy’ here – but is also a de scrip tion of a mindset
which for most peo ple in the world to day is a sine qua non for sur vival.
Even if most peo ple have an in tu itive sense that if the cir cum stances had
been dif fer ent, if they had had the op por tu ni ties at the right time, then they
would have been able to lead fuller and more com pas sion ate lives. (Let
alone make a con tri bu tion to the ward ing off of the om i nous po lit i cal trends 
we see all around us.17) 

 * * *

I come to the last part of my pa per. Let me dis cuss briefly two as pects
which in the above I have only touched upon in pass ing, namely Crit i cal
The ory’s re la tion ship to An a lytic Phi los o phy and Phi los o phy of Sci ence,
and Crit i cal The ory’s or i gins in the scar i fy ing ex pe ri ences of World War
II. 
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17 There is this am bi gu ity in Horkheimer, in Adorno: the in di vid ual as the only ar bi ter; but 
an im pos si bly ‘vir tu ous’ in di vid ual, which has in ter nal ized the ‘uni ver sal’, has be come
the lat ter’s self less cham pion, to the point of its own self-sac ri fice on the al tar of the
‘com mon wheal’. It is this con cep tion of the fully eman ci pated in di vid ual (and that is
the same as say ing: the ‘rev o lu tion ary’, the clas si cally ‘he roic’ in di vid ual) which the
Lukács/Korsch/Pollock gen er a tion val o rizes, which is pre sup posed by the clas sic ‘di a -
lec tic of the uni ver sal and the par tic u lar’, and is then aban doned – at least in its overtly
po lit i cal as pects – in the move ment which ends with the Di a lec tic of En light en ment,
Neg a tive Dialektik, Ästhetische Theorie. For the an a lytic tra di tion, in which ‘sub ject’ is
co-extensive with conventional individualism, most of this is anathema.



I. Critical Theory and Analytic Philosophy18

From the Posi tiv ist Dis pute of the six ties, through to Habermas’ work forty
years later, it has been clear that the ‘cri tique of pos i tiv ism’ has been a cen -
tral con cern of all vari ants of Crit i cal The ory, through to the pres ent day. 

With Hegel, and against Em pir i cism and Ra tio nal ism, Crit i cal The ory
aims at a phe nom en ol ogy sans phrase in which the ob jects of daily ex pe ri -
ence are merely the start ing point of a pro cess of in di vid ual in sight and ‘re -
flec tion’, a pro cess of ‘bildung’ cul mi nat ing in free in di vid u als ca pa ble of
au ton o mous judge ment in both the ra tio nal and moral spheres of their lives. 
Lib er ated, well-mo ti vated, well-in formed hu man be ings ca pa ble of un der -
stand ing both them selves and the world around them. Or an other way of
putt ing it: in the sub jec tive sense of ‘Kritik’ we’re deal ing with a philo -
soph i cal po si tion which is in di rect op po si tion to the o ries of knowl edge and 
the o ries of sci ence based on that so-called ‘copy’ the ory of truth, on that
ven er a ble adaequatio rei et intellectus which the Monotheisms have op -
posed for mil len nia. In the face of all such ‘scientistic’ in ter pre ta tions of
what it is that hap pens in the world, Crit i cal The ory in sists that „con cepts
do not go into their ob jects with out leav ing a re main der“19, that an in tel li -
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18 The ‘cri tique of ide al ism’ is not some thing dif fer ent from a cri tique of what to day we
would call an a lytic phi los o phy, though it is be dev iled by two quite dif fer ent def i ni tions
of Ide al ism in the lit er a ture – one com ing from Rus sell, and one from Hegel. ‘Ide al ism’, 
at least in An a lytic Phi los o phy (AP), is usu ally un der stood as an epistemological po si -
tion which holds that there is no ‘ex ter nal world’, that its ‘all in the mind’ in some way,
and that ev ery thing that ex ists can be de duced from first prin ci ples. When Rus sell, one
of the found ing fa thers of AP, ar gues against ‘Ide al ism’ in this sense, these are the
points he emphasises: its pu ta tive de pend ence on ‘a pri ori’ ar gu men ta tion, its em pha sis
on the ‘to tal ity’ of things, and what seemed to him to be an un war ranted ne glect of sci -
ence and for mal logic. Rus sell him self was much too good a phi los o pher not to be
aware of the size of the lit er a ture on each of the points raised – in one sense these are
the cen tral themes of West ern Phi los o phy as such. But in a po lemic sense the charge of
‘ide al ism’ in Rus sell’s sense has stuck. Ide al ism is held to be sub jec tive, dog matic, and
in dif fer ent to the em pir i cal sci ences – this is a com mon re frain in the sec ond ary lit er a -
ture on Crit i cal The ory, right through to the Posi tiv ist Dis pute of the six ties. There are
re ally two com pet ing nar ra tives within the phi los o phy of the last hun dred years: the An -
glo-Saxon, Kant and Hume-in spired one in which it is the au ton o mous in di vid ual oc cu -
py ing cen tre stage; and the Hegelian-inspired concentration on the forces shaping that
individuality – not well rendered by the English term ‘mediated’.

19 "Ihr Name [Dialektik, FvG] sagt zunächst nichts weiter, als daß die Gegenstände in
ihrem Begriff nicht aufgehen, daß diese in Widerspruch geraten mit der hergebrachten
Norm der adaequatio." Adorno: Neg a tive Dialektik, Frank furt am Main, Suhrkamp,
1973, p. 16/17.



gent aware ness of the gap be tween the mundus intelligibilis and the
mundus sensibilis, be tween the world of the mind and the world of the
senses, be tween the signifier and the sig ni fied, is the last hope we have of
gaining insight into the causes of the social crisis we see all around us. 

Habermas has shown that in the sim plest of ver bal ex changes, of the kind
that each of us is in volved in from morn to night, there are im plicit pro -
cesses at work which are much more prom is ing can di dates for what it is
that we mean with the pred i cate ‘true’ than the formalisms of the ra tio nal -
ists and the empiricists, right through to the cog ni tive sci en tists of today. 

In the parallelisms of the va lid ity claims that we must of ne ces sity pre -
sup pose for a speech act of even the sim plest kind to suc ceed (that the claim 
is cognitively true; that the speaker has the moral-prac ti cal right to ut ter this 
par tic u lar sen tence to wards a par tic u lar ‘other’; that the sub jec tive needs
and de sires of the speaker are ac cepted as le git i mate) is re flected
deep-seated an thro po log i cal uni ver sals. The an thro po log i cal uni ver sals of
a bi o log i cal spe cies the survival of which is based on the: 

• objectification of outer nature (as a sine qua non for its economic
exploitability) 

• creation of a ‘symbolic universe’ for all cohorts (as a sine qua non
for adequate social integration) 

• the projection of subjective needs onto ‘the other’ or onto ‘outer
nature’ as a condition for adequate ego-integration on the part of the 
individual. 

Habermas’ holds, as we know, that a ‘ra tio nal re con struc tion’ of our use
of the pred i cate ‘true’ in our day-to-day ‘or di nary’ lan guage use re quires of 
us that we make ex plicit as pects of com mu ni ca tive in ter ac tion which col -
lec tively (‘phylo gen eti cally’) go back to the or i gins of a ‘so cial’ mode of
life mil lions of years ago; and in di vid u ally (‘ontogenetically’) back to our
ear li est in ter ac tions with our ‘significant others’. 

At the epistemological level the prob lem be comes: how does one rec on -
cile the form/con tent du al ism com ing from Kant and Ger man Ide al ism,
with the apodicticity (ahistoricity, substantialism) of the nat u ral sci ences.20

The same ques tion posed from within the nat u ral and so cial sci ences:
where and in which con texts, for what rea sons, is one forced to re-in tro duce 
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20 Though ‘rec on cil i a tion’ smacks too much of the du bi ous no tion of ‘the o ret i cal in te gra -
tion’ of An a lytic Phi los o phy. One has to keep the old Ar is to te lian ideal of a
hypothetico-de duc tive sys tem of ar gu men ta tion, based on ir re fut able ax i oms, apart from 
Kant’s proof of the ineluctability of some kind of form/con tent du al ism or apriorism.
(„Einmal hinauf, einmal hinab.“ – Marx)



that very form-con tent du al ism which em pir i cism re jects as a mat ter of
prin ci ple.21 Where one should also be clear just what it is that is at stake
here: from the point of view of the nat u ral sci ences the ne ces sity, at some
point, in some way, of the (re)in tro duc tion of a form/con tent du al ism in -
volves no less than the re-ad mis sion, now in a mod ern guise, of the old bo -
gey of meta phys ics. For that is what it re-in tro duces, this ‘quasi-tran scen -
den tal ism’ of Apel and Habermas. No less. In some ways that takes us back 
to the intentio recta, intentio obliqua of pre-Kantian epis te mol ogy.22
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21 One could probe why in Eng lish there is no equiv a lent for what, in Hegel, goes un der
‘Begriff’. That this is not ad e quately ren dered by ‘con cept’ is clear, no mat ter how
many foot notes one in serts point ing out that in Ger man the term has con no ta tions go ing
back to the Pla tonic ‘idea’. In Eng lish, in which the his toric pro cess of nomi nali sa tion
has pro ceeded much fur ther than it has in Ger man and some other Eu ro pean lan guages,
‘con cept’ is al most uni ver sally un der stood as a syn onym for ‘word’. Horkheimer says
some where: in Eng lish the words beauty, truth, jus tice are un der go ing a shift – from be -
ing used as cap i tal ised nouns stand ing for sub stances, to be ing used as ad jec tives or
pred i cates. As ide als they are los ing their mean ing. In Adorno this crops up in the fre -
quent ref er ences to ‘nomi nal ism’. (c.f. Rolf Tiedemann on this: „Begriff Bild Name.
Über Adornos Utopie von Erkenntnis“ in: Löbig and Schweppenhäuser (ed.): Ham -
burger Adorno-Sym po sium, Lüneburg, Zu Klampen, 1984.)

22 In the an a lytic tra di tion, start ing with Rus sell, the ‘di a lec tic of sub ject and ob ject’ is
treated as a nar rowly epistemological re la tion ship, as a prob lem of ‘de no ta tion’, a re la -
tion ship of the words we use to de scribe what it is that we per ceive; a kind of eter nal
phi los o phy-sem i nar co nun drum which ev ery stu dent is re quired to ‘re flect’ upon, which 
au thors like Passmore have used as the frame work for an en tire his tory of Phi los o phy,
and which the methodologists think they have solved by erect ing a Chi nese wall be -
tween the ‘con text of dis cov ery’ and the ‘con text of va lid ity’. Rus sell’s strat egy con sists 
in de clar ing this en tire tra di tion to be ‘ide al ist’ in a nar rowly con ven tional sense of pos -
it ing the non-ex is tence of the ex ter nal world, and then as sum ing that the plau si bil ity of
ar gu ments re ject ing the ‘there-is-no-ob jec tive-re al ity’ po si tion will count as a ref u ta tion 
of Ger man Ide al ism. Thus Rus sell’s ‘it-is-all-in-the-mind’ car i ca ture of Ger man Ide al -
ism, thus a great deal of an a lytic phi los o phy ever since. 
For Max Horkheimer, in con trast, the cri tique of Ide al ism (now used in the en tirely dif -
fer ent Kantian-He geli an sense) was an ‘en light en ment’ quest in some ways as old as
an cient Ju da ism’s bat tle against pa gan ism. A quest which would re main Phi los o phy’s
ul ti mate pur pose even af ter it had be come clear that Marx’s „The sis Eleven“ was n’t go -
ing to be achiev able any time soon. The idea that there is some thing sub jec tive to mod -
ern logic and math e mat ics – an idea which in spired the whole of Ger man Ide al ism, with 
con se quences also for Marx ism, Psy cho anal y sis and Crit i cal The ory – can be traced
back to Kant’s spe cific way of rec on cil ing faith and rea son, namely by de clar ing all
‘merely’ hu man knowl edge to be ‘für uns’, thus leav ing in tact the large area called re al -
ity ‘an sich’, in com pre hen si ble for mere mor tals. Ir re spec tive of the way one ap proaches 
this no tion of Ide al ism – a ver sion of which is pres ent in the en tire tra di tion from Hegel
through to Freud and Habermas – it has lit tle in com mon with Rus sell’s car i ca ture of
ide al ism as a ne ga tion of the ‘ex ter nal world’. 
Horkheimer’s no tion of cri tique re ally goes back to an al ter na tive read ing of Spinoza
and Kant, in which con scious ness and mortality – rather than the manipulation of the



II. Critical Theory and World War II

A funny thing hap pened to me on the way to this fo rum, namely in the ho tel 
in Sin ga pore in which I was try ing to sleep off my jetlag. I was think ing
about the kind of books that I’d read as a school boy. About the fall of Sin -
ga pore, about the end of the Dutch East In dies, about Leyte Gulf and the
Bat tle of the Pa cific, about the Brit ish Em pire in its he roic stand against
what in those days we school boys in a dis tant cor ner of that erst while Brit -
ish Em pire used to think of – you will for give me — as the red and yel low
hordes. In the school li brary it was the his tory of World War II, a
multivolume il lus trated en cy clo pe dia, that was the pop u lar and dog-eared
fa vour ite of us all. Sto ries of her o ism and gal lantry, of R.A.F. pi lots fly ing
cheer fully to their fame and death, of the Bat tle of Brit ain, of El Alamein,
of Sta lin grad, of D-Day. His tory as a McInnes or Ian Flemming
cliff-hanger, in which the world is saved at the last mo ment by cou ra geous
Se cret Agents in Her Maj esty’s Ser vice; de fus ing atom-bombs as the last
sec onds tick away; grab bing the vial of deadly toxin at the very mo ment
that the vil lain — in those days they seemed al ways to look like Molotov or
Curd Jürgens – was about to throw it out of the he li cop ter; Kubrick-like
scenes of saving the world from mad scientists and evil dictators. 

But in Sin ga pore I re al ized just where the dif fer ence lay be tween
post-war Eu ro pean and post-war An glo-Amer i can sen si bil i ties, and hence
also — here is the point — be tween two dif fer ent con cep tions of the or i gins 
of Critical Theory. 

The fall of Sin ga pore. In va sion, oc cu pa tion, the mas sa cre of ci vil ians, an
un speak able di sas ter sim ply not ame na ble for re-work ing as a stir ring nar -
ra tive for shiny-eyed school boys. Freud spec u lated, in his last work, Man
Mo ses and the Mono the is tic Re li gion, that his tor i cal di sas ters could, anal o -
gous to the way trau matic events in the lives of in di vid u als have char ac ter -
is tic ef fects on mem ory, on re call, on one’s abil ity to de scribe the past, have 
con se quences also for our collective memory, for cultural narratives. 

Crit i cal The ory, in Ger many, and to a lesser ex tent in other Eu ro pean
coun tries, has taken on for a sub stan tial part of the so-called ‘68-gen er a -
tion’ the func tion of a sub sti tute for the Na tion al ist nar ra tives of other
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‘external world’ – is the central theme. Or rather: the relationship between autonomous
subjectivity, individuality, and the knowledge of one’s own mortality.



coun tries23, a means for as sim i lat ing, at the emo tional/in tel lec tual level, the 
di sas ters of two World Wars, and for con struct ing col lec tive ego-ide als in -
ured to the cor ro sive mem o ries of de struc tion and loss that were so all-per -
va sive. If we are talk ing about the or i gins of Crit i cal The ory then this as -
pect can be ig nored only at the cost of throw ing out those parts of it which
res o nate with spe cif i cally Eu ro pean sen si bil i ties.24 Horkheimer, Benjamin, 
Adorno – to men tion only these – are dif fi cult to trans late into Eng lish and
dif fi cult to dis cuss in Eng lish not only be cause the in tel lec tual co or di nates
within which they move are no lon ger our own. The his tor i cal ex pe ri ences
which they ar tic u late are those of a civ i li za tion in cri sis, in which in tel lec -
tual endeavour is as much a quest for in teg rity, for moral cour age and a
shared ethic in the face of dan ger and dis so lu tion than it is for schol arly ex -
cel lence on the An glo-Saxon model.25

Habermas had some suc cess, at the time that he was es tab lish ing his rep u -
ta tion, at the time that he was work ing on the Theorie des kommunikativen
Handelns, of po si tion ing es pe cially the work of Adorno (his own teacher) – 
to a lesser ex tent Benjamin and Horkheimer – un der the twin cat e go ries of
‘traditionelle Philosophie’ and sub jec tive pes si mism. Book ti tles such as
those of Gillian Rose, The Mel an choly Sci ence, Connerton’s The trag edy
of En light en ment, or even Mar tin Jay’s clas sic The Di a lec ti cal Imag i na -
tion, are in dic a tive of a tone that has been set for a ‘psychologising’ or ‘per -
son al is ing’ re cep tion of Adorno’s work which to this day has de flected in -
tel lec tual at ten tion away from piv otal texts – es pe cially the Neg a tive
Dialektik, but also the Di a lec tic of En light en ment. Only in re cent years,
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23 C.f. Volkhard Knigge, Jan-Holger Kirsch: „Nationaler Mythos oder historische Trauer?
Der Streit um ein zentrales ‘Ho lo caust’-Mahnmal’ für die Ber liner Republik“, in:
Moshe Zuckermann (ed.): Geschichte und Psycho ana lyse. Tel Aviver Jahrbuch für deut -
sche Geschichte, Göttingen, Wallstein, 2004.

24 In the An glo-Saxon world ‘De moc racy’ is mostly un der stood as some thing for mal. Free 
trade, free press, free elec tions. (‘FFF’). The world is of ten seen dualistically: there is
lib erty, and there is dic ta tor ship. For the Eu ro pe ans on the other hand, with their en tirely 
dif fer ent ‘1914-ex pe ri ences’, there is a much height ened sense for the fra gil ity of the in -
sti tu tions based upon FFF; a keener eye for the pro cesses ca pa ble of turn ing de moc racy
into its ‘other’. Free trade has as its con se quence un prec e dented cen tres of power and
wealth, in no cent of as much as a ves tige of dem o cratic con trol; a free Press is worth the
name only for as long as it re sists pri vat iza tion, in tim i da tion, ma nip u la tion; free elec -
tions for as long as the in di vid ual voter has not been ter ri fied or sub orned into voting
the next demagogue and PR-specialist into power.

25 On Adorno’s dream pro to cols Jan Philipp Reemtsma says: this is the pre-re flex ive
cogito of some one for whom „both, thought and ex is tence, as well as their re la tion ship,
has be come most ques tion able and frag ile...“. Jan Philipp Reemtsma: „Nachwort“, in:
Theodor W. Adorno: Traumprotokolle, Frank furt am Main, Suhrkamp, 2005.



since the Adorno Ar chive – it self a long time ob ject of uni ver sity pol i tics — 
has been pub lish ing the im por tant lec tures from the Nachlass, from the lit -
er ary es tate, has this un de served ne glect of Adorno’s work be gun to be ad -
dressed. Al though even now the Neg a tive Dialektik – ham strung by an in -
ad e quate trans la tion — has had less than its due. The the o ret i cal con stel la -
tion Adorno-Habermas has not even be gun to be ap pre ci ated in its im por -
tance, de spite some pi o neer ing work by Axel Honneth26. Once this gets go -
ing there is no doubt that ‘or i gins of Crit i cal The ory’ will ac quire a new
mean ing, and that, amongst other aspects, that of the theoretical traces of
the European disaster starting in August 1914 will come into their own. 

Adorno’s cen tral con cepts and con cerns – non iden tity, mi me sis,
Kulturindustrie, aes thet ics and lit er a ture – are more than what on oc ca sion
they’ve seem ingly be come; a kind of grab-bag for gen er a tions of stu dents
seek ing to hone their in tel lec tual skills and find ing a coat-hanger for their
own quite dis pa rate con cerns.27

They also, these con cepts of Adorno, pro vide us with in sight into the in -
ner life of what one could call in tel lec tu als in dark times.28 To hold onto the
En light en ment ide als of a dem o cratic and free so ci ety at a time when one is
one self un der threat and un der pres sure; when it is not at all clear where
one’s own cour age and in teg rity is go ing to come from, or from which di -
rec tion suc cour is to be hoped for. It is the kind of stoic hun ker ing down and 
chip ping away for which Adorno him self of ten used an ex pres sion from
Wag ner’s Parcifal, and which it self has an tique or i gins: „die Wunde
schließt der Speer nur, der sie schlug“; the wound is healable only by the
spear that in flicted it. Only by im mers ing our selves in the alien ation and
the suf fer ing of the world, by con front ing it head-on, is the strength to be
found that is necessary if something better is to prevail.
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26 Axel Honneth: „Von Adorno zu Habermas. Zum Gestaltwandel kritischer
Gesellschaftstheorie“ in: Wolfgang Bonß and Axel Honneth (ed.): Sozialforschung als
Kritik, Frank furt am Main, Suhrkamp, 1982.

27 ’Crit i cal The ory’ is be com ing a flag, a point of ori en ta tion, for all those who in one way 
or an other are dis sat is fied with An a lytic Phi los o phy in the wid est sense of the term;
namely as an in tel lec tual map lay ing down what truth ‘is’. Crit i cal The ory says: if that’s 
truth, then it ain’t true, it is n’t enough. There is some thing out there which Adorno calls
‘the on to log i cal need’. (Neg a tive Dialektik: part 1: „Verhältnis zur Ontologie“.)

28 C.f. Mar tin Jay’s vari a tion on this in the up com ing Beilharz reader, ibid.: „Women in
Dark Times“.




