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The Critical Theory of Frankfurt School
(A Critical Introduction)

Abstract

This paper is an introductory and critical exposition of the “Critical Theory of
Frankfurt School”, which had a great influence on the philosophical and social dis-
cussions in the last thirty years. It is divided in two parts: the first part deals with
the concept of “Critique” in general and particularly with the dialectical critique of
Frankfurt School, the problem of the right name which might be ascribed to it, its
philosophical and historical roots and the most important factors which had an im-
pact on its revolutionary and frustrated-trends of thought, its main members of the
first and second generations, and its principal characteristics as a critical movement
towards innovation of Marxism. Further, the paper discusses some main concepts
and problems which have been the focus interest of the school, such as “reifica-
tion” and alienation, instrumental or technical rationality, negative “‘Enlighten-
ment’’, and the critique of knowledge related to authoritarian and oppressive
ideologies and class-interests, as characterized by positivism and pragmatism. The
first part concludes with comprehensive critique of the critical theory, stressing its
positive and negative aspects, i.e. its failure to provide a coherent theory or any
convincing emancipating or “Utopian” alternative to their contradictory reality.

The second part of the paper gives a detailed account of the life and works of
the main mcmbers of the Frankfurt School, such as Max Horkheimer, Th. W.
Adorno, H. Marcuse, and J. Habermas, besides G. Lukacs and Ernst Bloch who
greatly influenced them.
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