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The Frankfurt School: The “Origins” of Critical Theory 

 

 This course will chart the nebulous notion of “critical theory” as it relates to the Frankfurt School 

of Social Research (~1923-1970). Beginning as an interdisciplinary Marxist reading group (in 1923), the 

Institute metamorphosed in relation to the catastrophes of the 20th century, utilizing crisis and the 

experience of exile as a means to critically renew philosophy. Today, the School’s notion of critical 

theory has become ubiquitous, encompassing a vast assemblage of social theory. Focusing on the “first 

generation” of Frankfurt School thinkers (1923-1970), this course will explore the complex origins of 

critical social theory by way of an examination of the writings of Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, 

Herbert Marcuse, Max Horkheimer and Jürgen Habermas. Harnessing the resources of the German 

philosophical tradition, these thinkers forward an expanded conception of enlightenment, creating 

interdisciplinary thought models which allow philosophy—and the humanities more broadly—to be 

theorized in productive directions. Responding to the crises of their historical moment, these theorists 

fractured traditional modes of thought by way of alterity, renewing philosophy by way of a conflictual 

dialogue with its margins. These thinkers contest the autarky of conceptual thought by way of 

interdisciplinary dialogues with domains such as: art (and aesthetics), technological media, modern life, 

sociology, historical materialism, language, and the natural world. Thinking the Frankfurt School in such 

a manner allows one to theorize the current actuality of philosophy (or theory) in interdisciplinary 

directions.  

 This course intends at once to provide a synoptic overview of main figures of the Frankfurt 

School, while simultaneously examining their ideas in constellation with contemporary concerns and 

theoretical developments. That is, this program of study does not treat critical theory as some traditional 

or static notion which must be recovered, but rather, as a historical “origin” that is reiterated in 

constellation with the concerns of one’s present moment. By positioning the main figures of the Frankfurt 

school in a mosaic with contemporary theoretical developments, this course aims to continue the critical 

self-reflection of theory upon itself inaugurated by the School, considering the foundational concepts of 

critical theory in relation to our current crises.  By way of this historical genealogy, this course aims to 

conduct an interdisciplinary dialogue regarding the history and possibilities of Frankfurt School critical 

theory, analyzing “critical theory” in terms of both the spirit and the letter. This course will locate the 

Frankfurt School within broader philosophical debates in the continental tradition, while also practically 

exploring its central concepts in relation to contemporary concerns.  

The Frankfurt School relates directly to the core aims of The Centre for Theory & Criticism. The 

very notion of an autonomous and interdisciplinary institute for theoretical social research first originated 

with the Frankfurt Institute. Hence the interdisciplinary nature of the Theory Centre provides an ideal site 

to study the Frankfurt School and to continue its project for a critical social theory.  In addition to 

providing an important introduction to a formative theoretical movement of the 20th century, this course 

also takes up many texts and thinkers on the Theory Centre’s Ph.D. “Core Exam Reading list,” and, as 

such, can serve as a valuable resource for students in their comprehensive exam year (these texts are 

indicated by an *). This course will emphasize the efficacy of the Frankfurt School in relation to a wide 

array of contemporary theoretical debates, opening a dialogue between the School and the diversity of 

theoretical traditions examined at the Theory Centre. Throughout the course, the Frankfurt School will be 

explored in relation to the history of philosophy, historical materialism (Marxist theory), French theory 

(post-structuralism, deconstruction), aesthetics, ecology, media theory, and post/de-colonial theory. I 

further invite students to explore these thinkers in relation to their own (theoretical) concerns.  

Textually, the course will proceed semi-chronologically (from Benjamin to Habermas), with each 

week considering textual selections organized around a central theme. We begin by locating the origins of 

critical social theory historically within the Kantian promise of enlightenment, a promise which is 

modified and continued by German Idealism and Hegelian Marxism (by Hegel, Marx, and Lukacs). The 

course then moves to Walter Benjamin, whose philosophy of criticism will be located as central to the 

development of the school. Following a gloss of Benjamin’s seminal works, the course moves to examine 

the crises and atrophies wrought by Modernity—or “mechanical reproduction”—upon the human 
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sensorium and tradition forms of life. Following this, Adorno’s (in)famous writings on mass culture and 

the “culture industry” will be considered. Continuing with Adorno, we will explore his core philosophical 

and aesthetic texts to elaborate the main contours of his “negative dialectic,” along with the unique 

promise he accords to the aesthetic domain. After Adorno, Marcuse’s theses regarding the leveling forces 

of modern capitalism will be analysed by way of a reading of One-Dimensional Man. In relation to both 

Marcuse and Adorno, psychoanalysis will be explored as an important site through which these thinkers 

critically expand the purview of philosophy. Finally, the “communicative turn” in social theory will be 

analyzed via a reading Habermas’ work. In the concluding weeks of the course, we will stage a practical 

dialogue between critical theory and a contemporary constellation of issues: ecology, de-coloniality, and 

media/technology. The follow reading list should be considered provisional, and I welcome feedback 

from both students and faculty pertaining to course material.  

 

 

The Frankfurt School: The “Origins” of Critical Theory 

 

Week 1) Introduction: Enlightenment, Philosophy, Social Theory 

 

Kant, “What is Enlightenment?” (1784). * 

 

Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” (1984). 

 

Horkheimer, “Tradition and Critical Theory” (1937). * 

 

Adorno, “Finale” in Minima Moralia (1951).  

 

Additional: Esposito, A Philosophy for Europe (2018). Selections on Adorno and Frankfurt School. 

 

Week 2) Hegelian Marxism: Lukacs, Reification, and the Emergence of “Theory”  

 

Lukacs, “Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat” (83-150) in History and Class 

Consciousness (1923). *  

-----. “Preface” (29-31), in Theory of the Novel (1916). * 

 

Marx, Capital Vol. 1. (1867). Selection from “The Fetishism of Commodities” (163-177) *  

 

Hegel. The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). Selections from: “Preface” (1-44), “Lordship and Bondage” 

(111-18) *  

 

Additional texts:  Horkheimer, “The Present Situation of Social Philosophy and the Tasks of an Institute 

for Social Research” (1931). Lukacs, “What is Orthodox Marxism?,” “The Changing Function of 

Historical Materialism” (both in History and Class Consciousness).  

 

Week 3) Walter Benjamin: The Philosophical Origins of Critical Theory  

 

Benjamin, “Theses on the Concept of History” (1940) * 

-----. “On the Program for a Coming Philosophy” (1918) 

-----. “The Storyteller” (1936) * (or “Poverty and Experience”, 1933) 

-----. “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” (1938-9) * 

-----. “Epistemo-Critical Prologue.” In Origin of German Trauerspiel (1925/8) 

 



Jeremy Arnott  3 

 

Additional texts: Adorno, “Portrait of Walter Benjamin” (1955). Selections from Adorno and Benjamin’s 

correspondence on Baudelaire (1937-9). 

 

Week 4) Technological Reproduction: Art in Modernity  

 

Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility” (1936, 2nd Version). * 

-----. “Little History of Photography” (1931). 

-----. “Experience and Poverty” (1933).  

 

Adorno & Benjamin: The Complete Correspondence. Selections relating to Benjamin’s “Work of Art” 

(1936-7) along with Benjamin’s late studies on Baudelaire and Modernity (1937-9).  

 

Kittler, Film, Gramophone, Typewriter (1990). Selections. 

 

Additional texts: Adorno, “The Fetish Character of Music and the Regression of Listening” (1937). 

Marcuse, “The Affirmative Character of Culture” (1937).  

 

Week 5) The Culture Industry: The Irrational Character of Culture 

 

Adorno, “The Culture Industry” in Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944). * 

-----. “The Stars Down to Earth: The Los Angeles Times Astrology Column.”   

 

Benjamin, “Expose: Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (1935/39). * Selections from the 

Arcades Project on fashion, the city, Baudelaire, Benjamin’s historical philosophical method (“Convolute 

N”).  

  

Additional texts: Adorno, “Free Time”; “The Culture Industry Reconsidered.”  

 

Week 6) Adorno: The Impossible Possibility of Philosophy (and Art)  

 

Adorno, “The Actuality of Philosophy” (1931) 

-----. “Introduction,” (1-57); “Meditations on Metaphysics” in Negative Dialectics (1966). * 

-----. 1-44, “Society” (225-61). In Aesthetic Theory (1969). *  

-----. “Cultural Criticism and Society” in Prisms (1958).  

 

Additional texts: Adorno, “On the Subject and Object.”  

 

Week 7) Marcuse: One Dimensional Society  

 

Marcuse, One Dimensional Man (1964). “Introduction,” Ch. 1-3, 5-6, 10 (“Conclusion”). Whole 

recommended.  

 

Additional texts: Power, One Dimensional Woman. Selections. Marcuse & Adorno, “Correspondence 

related to the Student Movement.” Adorno, “Marginalia to Theory & Praxis.” 

 

Week 8) (Marxist) Psychoanalysis, Authoritarian Personalities: Social Theory and the Unconscious 

 

Freud, Civilization and its Discontents (1929/30). Ch. 1-5, 7. Whole recommended. *  

 

Marcuse, Eros and Civilization (1955). “Preface/Introduction,” Ch. 1-4, 8-9, 11.  
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Fromm, “Freedom—A Psychological Problem?” In The Flight from Freedom (1941)   

 

Adorno, “The Meaning of Working through the Past,” Selections from Negative Dialectics, The 

Authoritarian Personality (specifically the “F-Scale”) and the Dialectic of Enlightenment on de Sade.  

  

Possible additional texts: Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, selections on the “cynical” nature of 

contemporary ideology. Deleuze, Anti-Oedipus, selections on the “fascist life,” notions of the “machinic 

unconscious” (in contrast to Frankfurt School). Arendt, “Epilogue” in Eichmann in Jerusalem.    

 

Possible discussion/lecture on David Foster Wallace’s short story, “Good Old Neon” in relation to fascist 

personality traits (understood in relation to Adorno’s “authoritarian personality”).   

 

Week 9) Habermas: The Communicative Turn in Social Theory (Back to Kant)1 

 

Habermas, “Walter Benjamin: Consciousness -Raising or Rescuing Critique” (1972).  

-----. “From Lukacs to Adorno: Rationalization as Reification.” In Theory of Communicative Action Vol 

1. (1981). 339-99. * 

------. “Introduction: Preliminary Demarcation of the Category of Bourgeois Public Sphere” in 

Communication and the Evolution of Society” (1991). 1-26. * 

-----.  The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962). Selections relating to the enlightenment 

and modern “public sphere.” * or “The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article” (1964).  

 

Possible additional texts: Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of 

Actually existing Democracy” (1990). Arendt, “The Public and Private Realm” in The Human Condition 

(1958).  

 

Week 10) The Thought of Exile: De-colonial approaches to Critical Theory 

 

Fanon, “The Fact of Blackness” in Black Skin White Masks (1952). * 

 

Adorno, “Dedication” (15-18) “Tough Baby” (45) “Refuge for the Homeless” (39-40) “On the Morality 

of Thinking” (73-4) in Minima Moralia (1951). 

 

Allen, The End of Progress: Decolonizing the Normative Foundations of Critical Theory (2017). 

Selections. 

Said, “Challenging Orthodoxy and Authority” & “Movements and Migrations” in Culture and 

Imperialism (1993) *. In these selections Said discusses Adorno in relation to his own post-colonial 

perspective and juxtaposes such approaches with emergent French post-structuralism.  

 

Additional texts: Coulthard, Red Skin White Masks (2014). Selections relating to Charles Taylor and 

Canadian Hegelianism.  

 

Week 11) Ecology, Climate Crisis: Critical Theory and Nature  

 

 Adorno, “On the Idea of Natural History” (1932). 

-----. “Natural Beauty” in Aesthetic Theory (1969). 

 
1 Depending on student interest in Habermas’ work, this week could be replaced by the “Week X” selections on 

Mass culture. The majority of the Habermas selections are included on the comps list so this week may be of 

particular interest to students in their exam year. 
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-----. “The Concept of Enlightenment.” In Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944).   

------. “Trying to Understand Endgame” (1963) in Notes to Literature.  

 

Benjamin, “To the Planetarium” in One Way Street (1928).  

-----. “The Rings of Saturn” in The Arcades Project.   

-----. On the Origin of the German Trauerspiel (1925/8). Selections on “allegory” and “natural history.” 

 

Additional: Cook, Adorno on Nature. Vogel, Against Nature: The Concept of Nature in Critical Theory.  

 

Week 12) New Horizons, Imperial Messages: Contemporary Media 

 

J. Butler, Can one Lead a Good life in the Bad life? (Adorno Prize lecture, 2012). 

 

Adorno & Horkheimer, Towards a New Manifesto (1956). Selections. 

 

Kafka, “The Imperial Message” (1919).  

 

F. Kittler, “There is no Software” (1993). 

 

B. Bratton, The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty (2015). Selections. 

 

Week X: Mass Culture: Ideology or Emancipation?  

 

Adorno, “On Cultural Criticism and Society” (1951). P. Celan, “Death Fuge” (1948).  

-----. “On the Fetish Character of Music and the Regression of Listening” (1937).  

 

Marcuse, “The Affirmative Character of Culture” (1968) 

 

Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility” (1935-6). Comparison of 

the second and third versions of the text.   

-----. “What is Epic Theatre?” (1939). 

 

Kracauer, The Weimar Ornament (Selections). “Introduction” (3-15) From Caligari to Hitler: A 

Psychological History of the German Film. Possible film screening of Weine’s expressionist film, The 

Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920).  

 

Additional: Benjamin, “Franz Kafka: On the Tenth Anniversary of his Death” (1934), read in 

constellation with Adorno’s 1953 essay on Kafka— “Notes on Kafka.”  Adorno, “Arnold Schoenberg, 

1874-1951”; “Commitment.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 


