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„The ma te ri al is tic frame of mind does n’t con trib ute to one’s sense of wellbeing in 
the least. Quite the con trary: a re cent study shows that it is the ma te ri al ism it self
that leads to un hap pi ness.“ „One needs to be be yond the merely ma te ri al is ti -
cally-minded if one is go ing to do vol un tary work in an old age home.“ „When a
cou ple kiss, ac cord ing to the ex perts, what they’re re ally do ing is test ing each
other’s leu co cyte-an ti bod ies. If these are com pat i ble, it means healthy
offspring.“

It is in quotes like these, taken at ran dom from the pop u lar me dia, that one
can trace out both the con ti nu i ties and shifts in mean ing, in the lan guage of
to day, of what was orig i nally the philo soph i cal no tion of materialism.

The word it self, ‘ma te ri al is tic’, orig i nat ing in 17th-Cen tury Eng land,
meant firstly moral crit i cism of a men tal at ti tude set on ma te rial pos ses -
sions and ma te rial well-be ing at the ex pense of con flict ing eth i cal val ues.
Sec ondly it stands for an on to log i cal po si tion that re duces Mind and the
Psy che to their real-world – sci en tif i cally testable – underpinnings. 

Both of these mean ings are re ally as old as West ern phi los o phy it self.
Com pared to this Ide al ist main stream, Ma te ri al ism, to use a phrase of Ernst 
Bloch, has been more in the na ture of „an embarassment in search of an ex -
pla na tion“ than any thing else.1 
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It was with the Ionian phi los o phies of Na ture of the Sixth and Fifth cen tu -
ries BC, with their quest af ter the or i gins of Be ing, (re plac ing the older
myth i cal-re li gious nar ra tives), that we en coun ter im ma nent-ma te rial ex -
pla na tions of na ture for the first time. The At om ists of the fifth to the third
cen tu ries BC con tinue this pro cess of ‘dis en chant ment’ of the world, and it
was lev elled against them that we find, al ready in Plato, the charge that all
that  they are re ally af ter is a purely this-worldly rush for com fort and the
good life. This mor ally pe jo ra tive mean ing of the word has in other words
come down to us across the millenia more or less in tact, though accreting
along the way a few ad di tional con no ta tions like ques tion ing the existence
of God or the immortality of the soul. 

Much the same can be said for ma te ri al ism in the on to log i cal sense. Like
the at om ists of old, the neurobiologists of to day ar gue that sub jec tive states
of mind are ‘es sen tially’ re duc ible to causal pro cesses ‘in the world’, in this 
case in the brain, with the im pli ca tion that any dif fer ences be tween sub jec -
tive and ob jec tive are inconsequential.

But it is with a third mean ing of the word ma te ri al ism – al luded to in my
ti tle – that I shall be con cerned to day, namely in the sense of his tor i cal ma -
te ri al ism. 

Ma te ri al ism in this sense is first of all a ques tion ing of con ven tional eth i -
cal judge ments – not so much of the judge ments them selves, as the un der -
ly ing as sump tion of an a pri ori pri macy of the spir i tual over the real. It
does n’t so much ques tion the Good, the True, the Beau ti ful in them selves,
as much as it asks af ter the price that has been paid, in terms of ex ploi ta tion
and op pres sion, for the re al iza tion of these cul tural val ues across the cen tu -
ries. It sees it self as the ex pres sion of a so cial and po lit i cal strug gle for the
abol ish ment of hard ship and need. In this con cep tion of the his tor i cal pro -
cess, cul ture is re garded not as some thing au ton o mous, but as an ex pres -
sion of ma te rial forces of pro duc tion – which un der Cap i tal ism have de vel -
oped in an un con trolled and cha otic man ner. ‘Ex pres sion of’ here im ply ing 
an un con scious cor re spon dence be tween cul tural ideas on the one hand,
po lit i cal power con stel la tions on the other. This is why His tor i cal Ma te ri al -
ism is, in the first in stance, an eco nomic ma te ri al ism. In the words of the
German Ideology:

„The pro duc tion of ideas, of con cep tions, of con scious ness, is at first di rectly in -
ter wo ven with the ma te rial ac tiv ity and the ma te rial in ter course of men, the lan -
guage of real life. [...] Con scious ness can never be any thing else than con scious
ex is tence, and the ex is tence of men is their ac tual life-pro cess. [...] Mo ral ity, re li -
gion, meta phys ics, all the rest of ide ol ogy and their cor re spond ing forms of con -
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scious ness, thus no lon ger re tain the sem blance of in de pend ence. They have no
his tory, no de vel op ment; but men, de vel op ing their ma te rial pro duc tion and their
ma te rial in ter course, al ter, along with this their real ex is tence, their think ing and
the prod ucts of their think ing. Life is not de ter mined by con scious ness, but con -
scious ness by life.“2

This Marxian in sis tence on con scious ness as some thing rooted in ob jec tive 
so ci etal re al ity is how ever – as Crit i cal The ory has emphasised from the
out set – to be un der stood not in a meta phys i cal-on to log i cal, but in a crit i -
cal-em pir i cal sense.3 It is for mu lated from the point of view of hav ing its
de scrip tions of re al ity ‘fal si fied in prac tice’ – its aim is to aid peo ple’s
self-em pow er ment and self-aware ness, putt ing them in a po si tion to ap -
proach their so ci etal re al ity with con scious ness and in sight. Its pur pose is
to fa cil i tate them in trans form ing the eco nomic dy namic of the times into a
more just and eq ui ta ble state of af fairs. In re sponse to the usual (Ide al is tic)
charge of it be ing mor ally ques tion able, His tor i cal Ma te ri al ism coun ters
that morality as it is embodied in the capitalist economy is itself immoral.

The con cept ‘ma te ri al ism’ be came, in Horkheimer’s pro gram matic es -
says in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung in the early Thir ties, the core no -
tion of the highly un or tho dox ver sion of Marx ism founded by the IfS. In his
es says Ma te ri al ism and Meta phys ics (1933) and Ma te ri al ism and Mo ral ity
(1933), Horkheimer’s prime con cern is to distantiate him self from two
com pet ing po si tions: ma te ri al ism in the sense of meta phys ics, and ma te ri -
al ism in the sense of a welt an schau ung. By ‘ma te ri al ism’ is meant, in the
early phases of the Frank furt School, nei ther a to tal ity of Be ing  nor an
epistemological re al ism, but rather a form of thought – an ap proach to re al -
ity – that cor re sponded, in the his tor i cal sit u a tion of the time, to a col lec tive
ef fort aimed at a more just and ra tio nal so cial or der: „To day there fore, the
strug gle for a better or der of things has been cut loose from its old su per nat -
u ral jus ti fi ca tion. The the ory ap pro pri ate to the strug gle to day is ma te ri al -
ism.“4 In the cor re spond ing re search pro gram, re named a few years later to
‘Crit i cal The ory’, psy chol ogy and a the ory of cul ture re ceived no tice ably
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3 I dis tin guish here be tween ‘Crit i cal The ory’ in the sense of Horkheimer’s orig i nal ‘ma -
te ri al ism of prac tice’, and ‘Crit i cal The ory’ as the self-ap pel la tion of the ‘Frank furt
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4 Max Horkheimer, „Ma te ri al ism and Meta phys ics“ (1933) in: (ibid.) Crit i cal The ory –
Se lected Es says, transl. Mat thew J. O’Connell and oth ers. Herder and Herder, 1972, p.
22. 



more em pha sis than had been the case with the found ers of his tor i cal
materialism some sixty years earlier. What was aimed at, as Horkheimer
put it in his inaugural address of 1931, was

...the con nec tion be tween the eco nomic life of so ci ety, the psy chi cal de vel op -
ment of in di vid u als, and the changes in the realm of cul ture in the nar rower sense
(to which be long not only the so-called in tel lec tual el e ments, such as sci ence, art,
and re li gion, but also law, cus toms, fash ion, pub lic opin ion, sports, lei sure ac tiv i -
ties, life style, etc.)."5

With that, Horkheimer had re vised the more strictly economistic no tion of
ma te ri al ism pre dom i nant at the time in the di rec tion of a more com pre hen -
sive ‘ma te ri al ism of so cial prac tice’, aim ing at cul tural and psy cho log i cal
re ac tions to his tor i cal cir cum stances al to gether. Whereas in Marx the He -
geli an ‘Spirit’ had been re duced more or less to a de riv a tive of the forces of
pro duc tion, here now the realms of the psy cho log i cal and the cul tural had
gained au ton omy as re search fields in their own right, al beit still em bed ded
in a more all-encompassing societal diagnosis of the times. 

By ana lys ing the dy nam ics of un con scious psy cho log i cal fac tors, cul -
tural in sti tu tions and mean ing-sys tems – that was the pro gram of the IfS at
the time – the hope was that it would be pos si ble to find in these ar eas an ex -
pla na tion for the way in which the mas sive pau per iza tion that had al ready
then been a con com i tant of in dus trial is ation and eco nomic cri ses had led,
con trary to Marx’s own ex pec ta tions, not to a rev o lu tion by the work ing
classes, but in stead to en thu si asm for world war and Na tional So cial ism.
What this meant was that they fo cussed, first of all, on the func tion of cul -
ture as a so ci etal ‘ce ment’, or what the so ci ol o gists would later call ‘so cial
in te gra tion’. In all this, ‘high’ cul ture was as sumed to be a but tress strong
enough to re sist the de struc tive forces op er a tive in so ci ety, and to fos ter an
au ton o mous (or ‘anti-au thor i tar ian’) frame of mind gen er ally. Cul ture as
‘coun ter-cul ture from be low’ hence be came the theme also of other and
later trends within His tor i cal Ma te ri al ism, such as, for in stance, the
‘cultural materialism’ of Raymond Williams and the Birmingham School
of Cultural Studies.
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What are the pros pects, to day, of re vi tal is ing ma te ri al ism in this now
clas si cal sense once cham pi oned by Crit i cal The ory? Al fred Schmidt, who
has ana lysed the his tory of ma te ri al ism in great de tail, co mes to the
equivocal conclusion: 

The Marx-Engels con cep tion of his tory, in as much as it sees it self as so cial sci -
ence, and to the ex tent that it has shaken off its pen chant for po lit i cal
instrumentalisation, re tains heu ris tic va lid ity in the area of So ci ol ogy of Knowl -
edge, as well as ar eas of Psy chol ogy and the His tory of Ideas. It con verges with
His tory as it is prac ticed to day to the ex tent that this, in turn, moves away from
tra di tional his to ri og ra phy and co mes to see it self more and more as a crit i cal so -
cial sci ence.6 

He shows that many of the all too abra sive and par ti san for mu la tions to be
found in Marx and Engels need to be contextualised against the back -
ground of the po lit i cal strug gles and his tor i cal sit u a tion of the time, and
have only lim ited va lid ity for our own day and age. Should one take the
same relativising stance to Crit i cal The ory and the Frank furt School to day? 
The down grad ing of ‘ma te ri al ism of so cial prac tice’ to lit tle more than a
method within the so ci ol ogy of knowl edge is at any rate an em bar rass ing
re treat from the much more am bi tious pro gram that Horkheimer once in -
tended with his ‘The ory of his tor i cal change con cern ing con tem po rary re -
al ity’.7 How best to char ac ter ise this pro gram of a processual the ory of so -
ci ety? Axel Honneth for mu lates, in a 2010 dis cus sion with Christoph
Türcke on Kritische Theorie im Wandel, three ‘cen tral pre mises’ of Crit i cal 
The ory, re spec tively go ing back to Hegel, Marx and Freud: the idea that
rea son un folds it self in his tory is a premiss go ing back to Hegel; the idea
that Cap i tal ism ob structs this de vel op ment goes back to Marx; and the idea
that the in di vid ual, suf fer ing from his or her psy cho log i cal de for ma tions
has, de spite ev ery thing, a gen u ine interest in the actualisation of his or her
sane ego-powers is a premiss that goes back to Freud.

Honneth now asks – and this is the crux of the mat ter – whether this pro -
gram of Crit i cal The ory is still valid to day. He ex presses doubt, ask ing
whether it is pos si ble at all to pres ent Crit i cal The ory „plau si bly enough to -
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day for it to be any thing more than an an ti quated theme from a cen tury
ago.“8 

I would like to take is sue with him on this – most es pe cially with the first
of his pre mises, re gard ing the He geli an her i tage – and show that the ob jec -
tions which Honneth raise, with re gard to the very pos si bil ity of such a crit -
i cal-ma te ri al is tic con cep tion of rea son, are not quite so con vinc ing when
one goes back to the un der ly ing antimetaphysical as sump tions on which
crit i cal ma te ri al ism was orig i nally based. It throws a rather dif fer ent light
on the pos si bil ity and top i cal ity of this idea of a ma te ri al is tic ‘decyphering’
of reason in history.

On Honneth’s read ing of it, the He geli an in flu ence in Crit i cal The ory is
to be found in the 

idea that hu man rea son is an chored his tor i cally and is at the same in a pro cess of
his tor i cal de vel op ment. This con cep tion, go ing back to Hegel and Ger man Ide al -
ism, dif fers very con sid er ably from Kant’s orig i nal no tion of hu man rea son be ing 
char ac ter ised by a few (tran scen den tal, uni ver sal) prop er ties that don’t de velop
his tor i cally, but are rather part of our tran scen den tal her i tage. The Frank furt
School [...] reck ons with a his tor i cally anchorable Rea son the struc tures and con -
tours of which need to be de ter mined, man i fest ing a de vel op men tal pro cess that
needs to be de scrib able. [...] This ba sic struc ture of hu man rea son is sup posed to
guar an tee some thing along the lines of the Gen eral Good, or the gen eral con sen -
sus of in di vid u als find ing them selves in a col lec tive sit u a tion. [...] Rea son en -
ables [ac cord ing to this idea] a co op er a tive – communally facilitated –
self-actualization of all individuals.9

Hegel’s orig i nal con cep tion can be summed up with the lines from his in -
tro duc tion to the Phi los o phy of His tory, ac cord ing to which „Rea son rules
the world, and hence His tory [Weltgeschichte] is ra tio nal.“ As well as:
“His tory [Weltgeschichte] is prog ress in the con scious ness of free dom – a
prog ress which we need to rec og nize in its ne ces sity.”10 Rea son is hence,
for Hegel, not just a sub jec tive cog ni tive fac ulty, but an ob jec tive sub stance 
and at the same time an ac tive Sub ject, or ‘Spirit’. Marx in ter prets this no -
tion of a su per nat u ral ‘Spirit’ ma te ri al is ti cally as ‘la bour’. By this he
means, in the first in stance, that the en tire ‘me tab o lism’ be tween hu man -
kind and the nat u ral en vi ron ment around it, in the course of which it (we) –
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the hu man race –  de vel ops both its own (in ner) nature, as well as the
‘world’ of society and culture altogether.

Here also there is a col lec tive Sub ject – the hu man race in its en tirety –
which is why the re sult of this ‘la bour’, when seen from the point of the in -
di vid ual, ap pears ex tra ne ous and alien. As mem bers of so ci ety, on the other 
hand, in di vid u als have the pros pect – on the ba sis of a pro gres sive dom i na -
tion over na ture – of at tain ing their free dom from and within socially
organized labour.

In emphasising the ‘ra tio nal’ as pect – the in her ently pro gres sive-eman -
cipatory as pect – of the la bour pro cess, Marx was doubt lessly think ing of
the so cial dy namic in her ent in in dus tri al iza tion and of the emerg ing la bour
move ments of his time. These are how ever ten den cies that have gone, in
the in ter ven ing cen tury-and-a-half, in a rad i cally dif fer ent di rec tion from
the one Marx was ob serv ing, with a cor re spond ing ef fect on what it is that
Crit i cal The ory has now come to stand for. In his ret ro spec tive of these al -
tered re al i ties and as sump tions Honneth sums up the dif fer ent con cep tions
con cern ing the basic structure of human reason as follows:

Horkheimer […] still shared Marx’s view that the struc tures of hu man rea son are
to be lo cated in la bour. […] Marcuse’s view is rather that rea son is to be found in
hu man aes thetic prac tice. […] Adorno has […] this no tion of prac tice as non-in -
stru men tal [zweckfreier] com mu ni ca tion. […] Ac cord ing to Habermas, on the
other hand, the struc tures of hu man rea son are to be found nei ther in work nor in
art, but rather in the com mu ni ca tive pro cesses of reach ing a con sen sus, as a ‘po -
ten tial of rea son’ that de vel ops historically.11

Well, yes. But who’s to say, in the search for this „rea son in his tory“, in
the search for what it is that drives the his tor i cal pro cess on wards, whether
there were not en tirely ac cept able rea sons – of both a his tor i cal and the o ret -
i cal kind – for fo cus sing on all of these dif fer ent ar eas of ma te rial ex is tence
at the same time, with out all that em pha sis on treat ing them as log i cally in -
com pat i ble ‘the o ries’. In Horkheimer’s pro gram matic „Tra di tional and
Crit i cal The ory“ essay of 1937 at any rate, one reads:

The view points which the lat ter [Crit i cal The ory] de rives from his tor i cal anal y sis 
as the goals of hu man ac tiv ity, es pe cially the idea of a rea son able or ga ni za tion of
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so ci ety that will meet the needs of the whole com mu nity, are im ma nent in hu man
work but are not cor rectly grasped by in di vid u als or by the com mon mind.12

On the face of it, Horkheimer seems here to be in vok ing Marx’s idea that
Cap i tal ism, through the forced de vel op ment of in dus trial is ation, would at
the same time be cre at ing con di tions that them selves soon enough were go -
ing to re sult in the end of pri vate prop erty. Other in ter pre ta tions are how -
ever also worth pur su ing. For in stance, that fur ther prog ress in the dom i na -
tion over na ture con tains within it, per se, a po ten tial for so cial prog ress, or
– an other pos si bil ity – that a free and ra tio nally or gan ised so ci ety is hardly
con ceiv able were it not to avail it self of the most ad vanced tech nol ogy and
the most ad vanced tra di tional the ory at tain able. Horkheimer doubt lessly
meant the lat ter. For, as he emphasises, the ra tio nal uni ver sal ity ex press ing
it self in the work pro cess must first of all be rec og nized by those af fected
by it, and then be ad e quately put into prac tice. These ex pec ta tions were
how ever, in the ep och in which they were sup posed to have be come re al -
ized, not only dashed, but much worse was to come: „The fully en light ened 
Earth“, we read in the Di a lec tic of En light en ment 1944/47, ra di ates „un der
the sign of di sas ter tri um phant“.13 

This was rea son enough to take an other, this time rather more jaun diced
look, at those ten den cies within the ‘forces of pro duc tion’ (the in dus trial is -
ation pro cess, the econ omy), on which those past hopes had been pinned
and which were sup posed to have led to a more ra tio nal or gani sa tion of so -
ci ety – as well as ex pand ing this line of thought to other ar eas in which such 
„(un)rea son in his tory“ seemed to be manifesting itself.

But what ever the lattitude of in ter pre ta tion may be that it is nec es sary to
con cede here, not all are to be taken equally se ri ously. By no stretch of the
imag i na tion is it pos si ble to as cribe to ‘work’ or ‘la bour’ in the sense of
Marx or Horkheimer what Honneth makes of it: „some thing in the way of a
guar an tee [!] of Rea son un fold ing it self in his tory.“14 Horkheimer is quite
ad a mant that even the most gen eral the ses within Ma te ri al ism con tain no
‘ul ti mate’ on to log i cal ver i ties what so ever, but must be seen as the result of
experience. 
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But, for the ma te ri al ist, judg ments which em brace all re al ity are al ways ques tion -
able and not so im por tant, be cause far re moved from the kind of ac tiv ity which
gen er ated them.15

This holds all the more for for mu la tions such as those that re fer to the ‘an -
chor ing of Rea son in the struc tures of work’. Marx, in the af ter math of the
French Rev o lu tion, could point to the econ omy and plau si bly see in it the
eman ci pa tion of ma te rial pro duc tion from its feu dal con straints. But that is
very far from as sert ing that the French Rev o lu tion was „noth ing but“ a
break with an ti quated forms of pro duc tion. In fact, he saw the French Rev -
o lu tion as a re sult of the in ter play of ob jec tive and sub jec tive con tra dic -
tions, or, in a for mu la tion of Al fred Schmidt, he saw in it the „sub jec -
tive-ob jec tive dou ble-struc ture of the his tor i cal pro cess.“16 

A ma te ri al ist con cept of rea son is in some ways a contradictio in adiecto, 
in as much as ‘Rea son’ stands for the abil ity to make knowl edge and moral
claims self-trans par ent through the pro vi sion of ‘good grounds’ for what it
is that is be ing as serted, whereas ma te ri al ism re duces this in tel lec tual side
of things to nat u ral, so cial or psy cho log i cal forces or to po lit i cal and eco -
nomic struc tures. Very much aware of this, Horkheimer ven tures a syn the -
sis with the no tion of a ‘ra tio nal in ter est’ or an ‘in ter est in ra tio nal con di -
tions’. The ‘vested in ter ests’ dom i nat ing so ci ety are a re al ity that stands in
the way of an in ter est in a ra tio nal to tal ity that is, as he puts it, „uni ver sal,
but not how ever uni ver sally rec og nized“.17 Horkheimer links the po ten tial
for a cri tique of so ci ety to the cog ni tive and moral in ter ests of the in di vid -
ual.  They may form groups with oth ers in or der to be suc cess ful in their
endeavours, but these groups are no warrant for an objectively guaranteed
truth: 

For all its in sight into the in di vid ual steps in so cial change and for all the agree -
ment of its el e ments with the most ad vanced tra di tional the o ries, the crit i cal the -
ory has no spe cific in flu ence on its side, ex cept con cern for the ab o li tion of so cial
in jus tice. This neg a tive for mu la tion, if we wish to ex press it ab stractly, is the ma -
te ri al ist con tent of the ide al ist con cept of reason.18 
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When how ever the emancipatory in ter est in the ab o li tion of what has be -
come, in the mean time, tech no log i cally pre vent able suf fer ing and in jus tice
does not re ally have „some spe cific en tity or sec u lar power to back it up“, –
as Horkheimer says –  then even the most in spired so ci etal di ag no sis can not 
pro vide a ‘guar an tee’ that what is so ob vi ously right and nec es sary ‘in the -
ory’ is also go ing to take place in re al ity.  Horkheimer’s the ses of the Thir -
ties, ac cord ing to which the idea of a ra tio nal so ci ety is both ‘im ma nent to
la bour’ but not ‘pres ent’, was hence not in the least a his torico-philo soph i -
cal guar an tee of prog ress, but rather the ex pres sion of ex pe ri ences and
hopes that were to be so bitterly dashed in the Second World War.

But even to day it’s not that dif fi cult to iden tify ‘ra tio nal’ struc tures of so -
ci etal work con tain ing within them an emancipatory po ten tial that is be ing
ob structed by vested and power in ter ests. The most ob vi ous point would be 
world-wide pov erty and hun ger in the face of a global econ omy en tirely ca -
pa ble, in prin ci ple, of pro duc ing the goods and ser vices nec es sary for a life
of dig nity – for everyone on the planet.

And that’s not the only area of so cial prac tice em body ing a ‘re ally ex ist -
ing po ten tial’ that is de ci pher able as the an tic i pa tion of a more ra tio nal fu -
ture. An other ex am ple – I can only touch upon it here – is Adorno’s con vic -
tion, ex pressed in the Aes thetic The ory, that the work of Art at tains its
moral and so ci etal rel e vance not through its con tent, but through its
‘formarbeit’, its ‘work ing at’ the ap pre ci a tion and re al iza tion of ‘re ally
existant (men tal-ob jec tive) forms’. A fully formed and con structed work of 
art, sim ply by re sist ing our ev ery day util i tar ian and in stru men tal hab its of
thought, be comes the model for a kind of life in which the strange and the
un fa mil iar are not au to mat i cally sub sumed un der the Ego, made ‘iden ti cal’
with it,  but are ac cepted in their au ton omy and alterity.19

As far as the no tion of ‘rea son’ that is pre sup posed here is con cerned it
would be a mis take to try to lo cate it in a sin gle foun da tional struc ture,
whether this be work, lan guage, art or the sub jec tive world al to gether.
More ap pro pri ate seems to be to re gard the ‘ma te ri al ity of ob jec tive rea son’ 
as a kind of multicentric net work, in which no sin gle in sti tu tion or form of
praxis lays down the co or di nates or takes the mea sure of the oth ers, but that 
they all in ter act with one an other with out any one re ally knowing where it is 
all going to end.
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In this con cep tion of ma te ri al ism at any rate, ‘crit i cal’ thought re ceives
its ‘ob ject’ from what ever the so ci etal prob lems may be at that par tic u lar
junc ture in time. Though one should add right away that ‘prob lems’ here
does not mean, as it does in the in di vid ual so cial sci ences, the im prove ment 
of meth od ol o gies or tech niques, but rather those in volv ing the gen eral con -
di tions of life – that is, they re late to that uni ver sal need for self-ful fil ment
and self-ac tu al iza tion that is frus trated at ev ery turn by the ex ist ing struc -
tures of dom i na tion. Crit i cal Ma te ri al ism is, on the one hand, the ef fort at
con cep tu al iz ing the so ci etal contraditions and ex pos ing those in grained
hab its of thought and ac tion that ‘be hind our backs’ as it were nail down all
the more se curely the ex ist ing state of unfreedom. On the other hand it is
the ex pres sion of a sub jec tive in ter est in a just so ci ety. For fun da men tal so -
cial change to be pos si ble at all, both el e ments need to con vene, the sub jec -
tive in ter est in the im prove ment of con di tions with that which is ob jec -
tively pos si ble, with what it is that re al is ti cally at tain able. In this way the
whole en ter prise of Crit i cal The ory should be seen not only as a con se -
quence and a re flec tion of the ex pan sion of pro duc tive resources generally,
but also as a reflection of social conflicts and the struggle against injustice
and discrimination.

This par al lel ism is by no means, as is some times claimed,20 proof of in de -
ci sion with re gard to al ter nate the o ries of a ma te ri al ist con cept of  rea son –
rather, they are two sides of the same coin. They cor re spond with what
Bloch, in a sug ges tive met a phor, called the „cold stream and hot stream [...] 
si mul ta neously.“ The cold stream of ma te ri al ism con sists in the
demystification of the ideal, and in its so ber ref er ence back to the crudely
ma te rial side of pro duc tion; the hot stream in trust in the non-ideo log i cal
ob sti nacy of the qual i ta tively new, in sub jec tive en thu si asm in the face of
pros pects for a better world. The one-sided re duc tion of the ra tio nally new
to eco nomic struc tures alone is tan ta mount to historico-philo soph i cal
objectivism, while the one-sided con cen tra tion on merely sub jec tive
knowl edge and in ter ests would be uto pi an ism. This par al lel ism within
‘crit i cal’ thought is itself an aspect of the objective contrariness of the
world.  

A partly his tor i cal, cur rently rel e vant ex am ple of the above, which I
would like to dwell on for a mo ment, by way of elu ci dat ing these ideas, is
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that of the in for ma tion- and com mu ni ca tion me dia. One rea son why His -
tor i cal Ma te ri al ism has in the mean time reached a stage be yond that of
Marx and Engels in volves the vex ing ques tion of what’s to be un der stood
by a ma te ri al is tic in ter pre ta tion of the now vastly ex panded mass me dia.
We might re call that Wal ter Benjamin in his es say The Work of Art in the
Age of Me chan i cal Re pro duc tion (1936/39) re garded the new tech nol o gies
of pho tog ra phy and film as some thing po ten tially rev o lu tion ary, whereas
Horkheimer and Adorno, in their Di a lec tic of Enlightment, could make out
in the new me dia, on the con trary, very lit tle po ten tial for prog ress at all –
hence their ne ol o gism ‘Cul ture In dus try’. Though at the same time, un der -
ly ing these dif fer ences, there was for all that una nim ity that such a pro ject
of decyphering the so ci etal and po lit i cal mean ing of film was to pro ceed in
the first in stance by an ex am i na tion of the ma te rial means and eco nomic
con di tions per tain ing in the in dus try, rather than con fin ing one self to the
in ten tional con tents that were of course also to be found there. 

The black irony of Benjamin’s me dia the ory, I need hardly add, is that at
the very time that he was writ ing this „first ma te ri al ist the ory of Art […]
wor thy of the name“21 some one like Leni Riefenstahl was plac ing her ad -
vanced mo tion pic ture tech nol ogy in the ser vice of Nazi pro pa ganda, while 
Hol ly wood was dem on strat ing the ef fec tive ness of its ‘dream fac tory’.
Benjamin’s de spair ing op ti mism and Adorno’s her metic pes si mism need
per haps to be ap proached, in our own day, as mir ror op po sites in which the
‘ra tio nal’ po ten tial of the mass media is either over- or underestimated.

In his anal y sis of film Benjamin made an ex ten sive study of those tech -
niques that seemed to be ex tend ing or en hanc ing po ten tials for per cep tions
and ac tions. Slow-mo tion shots, time-lapse, close-ups, high an gle or land -
scape shots, mon tage as well as other cin e mat o graphic in no va tions brought 
en tirely novel, pre vi ously hid den as pects of re al ity into fo cus – analogizing 
from Psy cho anal y sis he spoke of an ‘op ti cal-un con scious ness’ – with
which the audience rapidly familiarized itself.

The pub lic’s ap proach to film, as Benjamin saw it, was now no lon ger –
as it had been in the time of auratic art – a mix ture of ven er a tion and in com -
pre hen sion, but more akin to that of the crit i cal con nois seur. A pub lic that
Benjamin re garded at the same time as the pos si ble pre cur sor of a po lit i -
cally self-or gan is ing mass move ment. The im ma nent logic of the new me -
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dia of pho tog ra phy and film, the very way it was or ga nized, were all push -
ing in the di rec tion of ap pro pri a tion by a mass au di ence, which – on
Benjamin’s as sump tion – would at the same time be ‘im mu nised’ against
— Fas cism. Though Benjamin would soon enough be forced to con cede –
and this then be came Adorno’s theme of the ‘Cul ture In dus try’ – that the
masses can just as eas ily be ma nip u lated, with ex actly those self-same
mech a nisms, to quite dif fer ent ends. That was what then in deed hap pened
with the so-called „aestheticisation of pol i tics“. Fuehrer-cult and the glo ri -
fi ca tion of war be came sta ples of a cin ema in dus try per vert ing what had
started out as a de sire for a higher mean ing in life. With which, ac cord ing to 
Benjamin, the „self-alien ation [of hu man ity] had reached a pitch at which
aes thetic plea sure of the high est or der had be come the an tic i pa tion of its
own de mise.“22 

In this new view of things the la tent de sire for au ton omy and the re cep tiv -
ity to co op er a tively agreed to goals were in re al ity be ing cor rupted by the
me dia and chan nelled in the di rec tion of purely vir tual, fic tional,
pseudo-sat is fac tions. Since the 1940’s the au dio-vi sual me dia have of
course been vastly ex panded, to be aug mented even fur ther by the com put -
eri sation of ev ery thing at the end of the last cen tury. Com pared to the Cin -
ema, the use of the dif fer ent au dio-vi sual me dia has broad ened, in ten si fied, 
and have now be come ubiq ui tous in our ev ery day lives. Türcke, in his
Philosophie der Sen sa tion has shown con vinc ingly how the ad ver tis ing in -
dus try – on which the whole cul ture in dus try is based – is in the pro cess of
re shap ing the en tire com mu ni ca tive cul ture of society, right down to the
psychological structure of the individual:

When ad ver tis ing be comes com mu ni ca tive ac tion per se, it is no lon ger dis tin -
guish able from a pub lic per sona. […] This co mes to af fect all forms of in ter per -
sonal re la tions: Not per ma nently draw ing at ten tion to one self, not caus ing a stir,
means risk ing be ing ig nored.”23

It is for all that an open ques tion whether and to what ex tent the new elec -
tronic me dia are in her ently de struc tive – seen psy cho log i cally and so cially
– and what’s to be done about it. In her ent in their tech ni cal de vel op ment
was from the out set a uni di rec tional trans mit ter-re ceiver pat tern that, from

13

22 Benjamin, „Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit“
(1936/39). Zweite Fassung. In: Gesammelte Schriften Bd. I, 2. Frank furt a. M.:
Suhrkamp 1980, p. 508.

23 Türcke, Erregte Gesellschaft. Philosophie der Sen sa tion. Mu nich: Beck 22010, p. 36. 



Brecht to Baudrillard, was seen as the main cause of their stul ti fy ing, mind -
less and incapaciting effect. 

Now a days, with the new est me dia, ev ery re cip i ent is po ten tially also a
trans mit ter – al though there is noth ing in her ently emancipatory – from the
point of view of Crit i cal The ory – in this. On the con trary, be ing per ma -
nently ‘on air’, could also mean that the un re lent ing ex po sure to com pe ti -
tion and ad ver tis ing be comes in ter nal ised and com pul sive, turns into one
more ‘second nature’.

Then again: when „the whole of so ci ety has turned con form ist, then
that’s not the end of, but rather the be gin ning of some thing new.“24 Though
this new chap ter does not nec es sar ily mean, as Türcke sug gests, an un bro -
ken iden ti fi ca tion with eco nomic ra tio nal ity. The role of the new me dia in
the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2011, in the rev o lu tions in Tunesia and Egypt, seem to
point in a dif fer ent di rec tion.25 To be sure, to speak here of a ‘Facebook rev -
o lu tion’ is mis lead ing, since the re bel lion of a dis il lu sioned gen er a tion
against pa ter nal ism and dis en fran chise ment had real eco nomic, so cial and
po lit i cal causes, and was more than just a ‘virtual reality’ event.

For all that, with out the new TV, internet and mo bile te le phony net works, 
and hence with out such a rad i cally al tered po lit i cal com mu ni ca tion, these
up heav als would have been in con ceiv able. The so cial net works formed
vir tual com mu ni ties, en abling, by per ma nent feed back, the rapid dis sem i -
na tion and con sol i da tion of in for ma tion.  It en abled de cen tral ized and yet
co-ordinated organisational forms of collective action. 

What we learn from this is that the po ten tial for Rea son in her ent in the
me dia cer tainly can be come op er a tive, just as soon as its iso la tion from ev -
ery day re al ity – so pow er fully fos tered by the cul ture in dus try – is over -
come, and the bo gus needs, de sires and de mands there created are
suspended.

It be comes ef fec tive when, in con junc tion with cen tres of Rea son in other 
ar eas of so ci ety, they lead to the aug men ta tion of mean ing ful forms of ac -
tion. Which must not how ever be con fused with a rev o lu tion ary ro man ti ci -
sa tion of the me dia. For on the one hand, the so cial me dia are ex posed to all
the usual dan gers of sur veil lance and ar rest by or gans of state se cu rity, and
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on the other, such rev o lu tions typ i cally set in mo tion po lit i cal dy nam ics in
which the orig i nal goals are superceded and re pressed. As was al ready the
case in 1789, this rev o lu tion too could turn out in the end to be no more than 
the stim u lus for a lengthy pro cess of change, not ex clud ing any num ber of
re lapses. Given this par a dox i cal na ture of the mass me dia, it is hence a
valid ques tion to ask, in the sense of a crit i cal ma te ri al ism of prac tice, af ter
the cri te ria nec es sary to clar ify what it is about the me dia that fos ters such a
re pres sive conformism, and what it is, on the other hand, that is more
conducive to emancipation. 

Hegel as cribed to the in sti tu tions of the fam ily, the jus tice sys tem and the
state an ‘ob jec tive rea son’ be cause he saw in them crystalization points of
the his tor i cal pro cess. Con ser va tive so cial the o rists like Ar nold Gehlen fol -
lowed him in ced ing to these in sti tu tions much greater au thor ity than to the
merely sub jec tively mo ti vated opin ions of in di vid u als. In con trast to this, a
ma te ri al ism of prac tice asks, here once again, af ter the sub jec tive price to
be paid for this seemingly ‘objectively reasonable’.  

A ra tio nal re flec tion on the ba sic struc ture of so ci ety re quires, as Adorno
ar gued against Gehlen, noth ing less than „to change that which keeps peo -
ple – which keeps ev ery one – from liv ing their lives ac cord ing to their pos -
si bil i ties, within the given cir cum stances, in such a way as to re al ize the po -
ten tial that they know they are ca pa ble of.“26

The ra tio nal ity or ir ra tio nal ity of in sti tu tional prac tices is mea sured,
hence, ac cord ing to whether the spe cific op por tu ni ties that they pro vide for 
the in di vid ual are en hanced or placed un der lim i ta tions, in a sit u a tion
where both the in di vid ual and the com mu nity have their objectifiable
rights. Within a his tor i cal form of life the var i ous in sti tu tions stand to one
an other in a com plex re la tion ship – lay ing down, for the in di vid ual, its ho -
ri zon of pos si ble choices. With this in mind, one could char ac ter ize a ra tio -
nal form of life as one in which these in sti tu tions re late to one an other as a
multi-centric to tal ity, hav ing the pur pose of fa cil i tat ing and encouraging
the self-actualization of each individual. 

By way of con clu sion, let me sum ma rize all this in the fol low ing the ses:
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• The materialism of social practice has, according to Critical Theory, 

nothing ontological about it, but is, on the contrary, aimed at
education and enlightenment in the ‘real’ world. It opposes the
ideologically motivated denigration of material needs, and aims, at
the same time, at the strengthening of autonomy in the face of
authoritarianism and injustice. 

• Compared to the theory of Marx, Critical Theory cedes greater
independence to the spheres of the Psyche and of Culture, placing
them alongside – but not subordinate – to that of the Economy. 

• Materialist statements of a high order of abstraction – like those
which hold that the idea of a rational totality is inherent in societally 
organized work – are based on experience, not on ontology. The
scope of their validity is historically circumscribed.

• It does not claim to be the sole source of truth – it does not claim
that the idea of a rational totality cannot have other sources as well.
For a materialist notion of reason the metaphor of a multicentric
network is useful, in suggesting emancipatory forms of praxis that
influence each other reciprocally. 

• The materiality of Reason has a subjective and an objective side to
it. Critical Theory is motivated by the subjective interest in the
abolition of societal injustice. At the same time it sees itself as the
expression of objective-political contradictions. This parallelism is
no expression of indecisiveness – the two necessarily go hand in
hand.

 
• The audiovisual media – starting with film – through to the

computers and mobile phones of today, always had inherent in
them, from the outset, the potential of fostering both autonomy and
heteronomy in the user. The most serious cause of heteronomy is the 
creation of illusory and bogus needs.

• In opposition to this, the facilitation of autonomy through the
communication media – and by societal institutions more generally
– can be thought of as an augmentation of the choices and
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responsibilities available to the individual, where the different
institutions involved in this need to complement each other.

transl. Frederik van Gelder
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