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2. Origins of Critical Theory 
 
 

 Critical Theory (or Critical Social Theory) is the form of social and cultural 

analysis and attitude which is developed by the Frankfurt School (FS). Even though 

many scholars have been affiliated with the Frankfurt School, the central figures of the 

first generation were Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse. The theory itself, however, 

has deeper roots. Despite the Marxist outlook of the majority of the school, we can 

also reveal a direct lineage from Kantian philosophy. Furthermore, enlightenment, as 

the emancipation of humanity especially from its mental limitations, lies at the core of 

Critical Theory. The tradition of critique initiated by Kant and continued with 

Nietzsche and Marx, essentially engendered Critical Theory in the 20th century. And in 

the 21st century, it is still very alive and relevant as exemplified by its manifestation in 

the Security Studies literature. 

 In order to show the relationship between the Enlightenment and the idea of 

emancipation at the centre of the three security schools, first the meaning of 

‘enlightenment’ needs to be clarified. When this is established it is imperative to show 

what is referred when discussing the French Enlightenment and the German 

Enlightenment. This is very crucial because this dissertation’s premise is that the three 

schools have diverging intellectual backgrounds because of this separation during the 

Enlightenment. In the larger narrative of the dissertation, this distinction assumes an 

important role where the German Enlightenment and its tradition travels to Britain 

through the rediscovery of the CT by the Aberystwyth School; while the Paris School 

follows another tradition which came through the French Enlightenment, enriched by 

Nietzschean critique of Kant and finally culminated in post-structuralism. The 

Copenhagen School is interesting in this sense as it is a combination of both traditions 

with a bit of Anglo-Saxon analytical philosophy.  

 After establishing the main tenets of the Enlightenment and its diverging 

intellectual traditions, section 2.2 will explore and elaborate main elements of Kant’s, 

Hegel’s, Nietzsche’s, and Marx’s thought as the origins of CT as well as their places in 

the mainstream IR literature. It needs to be noted here that the most important part of 

Hegel’s philosophy for this dissertation is his dialectics which will be explored briefly 
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and then discussed through Marx as its relevance to the CT is depicted via Marxian 

critique .  

This section serves two important objectives. First, Kant is considered to be 

the originator of critique and as such he starts a cycle of meta-critique that travels 

through Hegel, Nietzsche, and Marx through the 19th century. Secondly, with 

Nietzsche’s antagonism towards Kantian philosophy, an important disruption in the 

Enlightenment traditions becomes visible which is also mentioned in the previous 

paragraph.  

 Then, section 2.3 will be an overview of the Frankfurt School’s formulation 

and development of the corpus we know as the CT. It is also important to discuss 

Gramsci’s line of thought which inspired a different branch of critical thought which 

is located deeper in the Marxist tradition and manifested in the IR literature through 

Robert Cox and partly in the Aberystwyth School.  

 

 

 

2.1. Enlightenment Thought: Siècle des Lumières vs. 
Aufklärung 

 
 

 Encyclopædia Britannica defines Enlightenment as “a European intellectual 

movement of the 17th and 18th centuries in which ideas concerning God, reason, nature, 

and humanity were synthesised into a worldview that gained wide assent in the West 

and that instigated revolutionary developments in art, philosophy, and politics.”29 This 

definition summarises what the Enlightenment thought is about in a nutshell, however, 

there are certain details and intricacies which are needed to be explored to make sense 

of one of the significant arguments of this dissertation. Without delving into every 

aspect of Enlightenment thought, the relevant parts to the theoretical discussions in 

                                                
29 Enlightenment, (Encyclopædia Britannica), https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history. 
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this dissertation will be explored to locate and establish connections otherwise less 

intelligible.30  

 There is no consensus as to exactly when the Enlightenment started and 

finished, but it is generally accepted, as Encyclopædia Britannica states, as a period that 

has begun sometime in the 17th century. The main driving force of the Enlightenment 

was scientific developments or more aptly dubbed as the Scientific Revolution. 

Depending on the sources, the beginning of the scientific mind and the way it paved 

for the Enlightenment can be traced to Italy with Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), to France 

with René Descartes (1596-1650), or to Britain with Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626). 

The scientific revolution, particularly through the Cartesian method and Newtonian 

theory of gravitation, which put forward the understanding of a mechanistic universe, 

as well as the realisation of the value of empiricism, influenced many thinkers across 

the English Channel/la Manche and vice versa producing a period of intellectual 

vitalism throughout Europe.  

 While the positions of scientific method and scepticism are mostly uncontested 

in the start and spread of the Enlightenment, the rest of the story is complex and 

changes according to who tells it. For example, Henry Martyn Lloyd argues that 

philosophically it was essentially German, whilst Dan Edelstein claims that the 

Enlightenment was a product of the French academia in the 17th and 18th centuries.31 

Jonathan Israel, on the other hand, focuses on the Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza 

(1632-1677) as the key figure of the Enlightenment.32 Other debates include whether 

it was a pan-European intellectual movement as during the 18th century “the idea of 

                                                
30 There are huge volumes of works on Enlightenment and the account given here is close to what is explored 
within the mainstream literature mainly based on Cassirer’s interpretation, although not completely (Ernst 
Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, trans. Fritz C.A. Koelln and James P. Pettegrove (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1951).). For a different reading of Enlightenment see works of Jonathan Israel. As an 
introduction: Jonathan Israel, "Enlightenment! Which Enlightenment?," Journal of the History of Ideas 67, no. 3 
(2006). and Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity 1650-1750 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002). 
31 Dan Edelstein, The Enlightenment: A Genealogy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 21; Henry Martyn 
Lloyd, "What Is It to Rethink the Enlightenment?," in Rethinking the Enlightenment: Between History, Philosophy, and 
Politics, ed. Geoff Boucher and Henry Martyn Lloyd (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018), 8-9. 
32 Jonathan Israel, A Revolution of the Mind: Radical Enlightenment and the Intellectual Origins of Modern Democracy 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010). 
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nation was uncertain”.33 As Jaap de Wilde puts convincingly “[h]istory does not show 

what happened, but how we think about the past”. 34  Thus, accounts of the 

Enlightenment reflect the biases of how, why, and where they are written. Let us not 

forget, in this vein, that until 1900 the concept of ‘Scottish Enlightenment’ as a separate 

term did not exist, but today it is an almost inseparable part of the Enlightenment 

narrative.35 

 In geographic terms, it is possible to make distinctions but not national in 

terms as understood in contemporary terms and actually it is how this section will 

continue with its take on the ‘German’ and ‘French’ enlightenments. Furthermore, 

looking with a hindsight it can be seen that the national narratives that dominated the 

history after 19th century provide a useful way to understand certain lines of thought 

as well as traditions that differ in their details. It will serve as a device to show 

contingencies and disruptions between particular traditions rather than an absolute 

division. As the history shows most of these contemporary thinkers have read or was 

aware of each other’s works. So, these developments did not occur in isolated areas 

but were contingent upon each other.   

 Known by his nom de plume Voltaire, François Marie Arouet (1694-1778) spent 

three years in England as an exile which allowed him to be familiarised with the British 

thought in science and philosophy.  Voltaire, after he returned to France became the 

leading figure of the Enlightenment. It needs to be understood that political and social 

conditions were very different in Britain, France, and Germany during this period and 

thus what is called the Enlightenment differed accordingly. Special attention should be 

given to France and Germany. As a matter of fact, there was no Germany in the 18th 

century (till the second half of the 19th century). What is called Germany for the sake 

of clarity in this section, actually consisted of numerous German-speaking city-states, 

kingdoms, princedoms, and duchies largest of them being the Kingdom of Prussia.  

                                                
33 Charles W. J. Withers, Placing the Enlightenment: Thinking Geographically About the Age of Reason (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 6. 
34 Jaap de Wilde, "The Globalisation of the Monroe Doctrine," (2004), 6. 
35 Withers, 7. 

 



14B_BW PS Sezal_stand.job

 

28 
 

 Enlightenment, as previously mentioned, cannot be pinpointed to a specific 

moment, however, it is widely acknowledged that the launch of the Encyclopédie36 by 

Denis Diderot (1713-1784) and Jean-Baptiste le Rond d’Alembert (1717-1783) in 1751 

boosted the momentum of dissemination of new ideas. Thus, one may say, it was the 

peak moment of the French Enlightenment or as called in French (Le Siècle des) 

Lumières. This movement rejected traditional notions of authority particularly 

embodied in the Catholic Church and focused on the place of humans in the society 

as well as the universe.37 The French intellectuals within this movement were called 

philosophes (French for ‘philosophers’). Philosophes, inspired by the scientific 

developments, emphasised reason and rationality as opposed to divine inspiration, 

which therefore brought forth materialism.  Here it must be noted that the French 

philosopher René Descartes’ rationalism and mechanism were also influential in the 

rise of reason and science. 

 Philosophes sought a peaceful structured change through reforms, yet lack of 

sufficient reforms and increasing abuse of power by the sovereigns dawned the idea of 

revolt that was legitimised by these abuses.38 It is almost a consensus in the literature 

that, the French Enlightenment stagnated with the French Revolution of 1789 and 

consequentially ended with the ‘Reign of Terror’.39 The thought, the ideas, and its 

legacy, however, would be immortalised and remain relevant even to the 21st century.  

 The German Enlightenment or Aufklärung in German has a different trajectory 

albeit it is highly influenced by the British thinkers and the French philosophes. It 

should be kept in mind, however, that it was Hegel in his Phenomenology of Spirit that 

framed the Enlightenment as a core category in the Western political thought and 

paved way for the mainstream Enlightenment narrative. 40   In a sense, despite 

                                                
36 Encyclopædia Britannica was actually published as a British (Scottish) response to the Encyclopédie, hence the 
beginning of the section with a quote from it. 
37 Peter Jimack, "The French Enlightenment I: Science, Materialism and Determinism," in Routledge History of 
Philosophy Volume V: British Philosophy and the Age of Enlightenment, ed. Stuart Brown (London: Routledge, 2004), 
186. 
38 "The French Enlightenment Ii: Deism, Morality and Politics," in Routledge History of Philosophy Volume V: British 
Philosophy and the Age of Enlightenment, ed. Stuart Brown (London: Routledge, 2004), 220-21. 
39 Graeme Gerard, Counter-Enlightenments: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), 59. 
40 Lloyd, 9. 
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discussions of what enlightenment was, the categorical understanding appeared after 

it.  

 In the first instance, the German Enlightenment was sparked by the disputes 

between the followers of Christian Thomasius (1655-1728) and Christian Wolff (1679-

1754) at the University of Halle near Leipzig. According to Kuehn, this was essentially 

a religious dispute in which Wolff and his followers argued for a rationalistic 

philosophy while Thomassius and his followers had a mythical understanding of nature 

and therefore argued in favour of sensationalism and subordination of philosophy to 

theology.41 Wolffian rationalism was based on Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s (1646-

1716) philosophy that distinguished knowledge on the basis of ‘truth of reason’ and 

‘truth of fact’. Despite the real impetus came later on with the works of Gotthold 

Ephraim Lessing  (1729-1781) and Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786), Leibniz’s 

influence was ever-present in the German thought. This phase was predominantly 

influenced by Locke’s and Hume’s philosophies as well as Newtonian science. 

Nonetheless, it was not just translation of the British thought or the French ideas, the 

movement was marked by a genuine search for German responses to the philosophical 

problems of that age.  

 Freedom of thought was also central in the Aufklärung, however, it was a means 

to further knowledge and truth, which in turn would liberate humanity from 

prejudices.42 Since Germany was not a unified political entity, political underpinnings 

of the Aufklärung was much softer than the French lumières. Rejection of both the 

political and the religious authority was limited in a way just to promote freedom of 

thought. While the Germans were reformist, ideas of the French Enlightenment turned 

into a revolutionary movement.  

 German perspective was built upon an understanding of ‘culture’ (Kultur) in 

which individuality is deeply connected to social networks and historical and social 

roots, as opposed to the French notion of ‘civilisation’ based on material wealth and 

                                                
41 Manfred Kuehn, "The German Aufklärung and British Philosophy," in Routledge History of Philosophy Volume V: 
British Philosophy and the Age of Enlightenment, ed. Stuart Brown (London: Routledge, 2004), 253-56. 
42 Hugh Barr Nisbet, ""Was Ist Aufklärung?": The Concept of Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century Germany," 
Journal of European Studies 12, no. 46 (1982): 80-81. 
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individuality at the expense of the common identity.43 Therefore, German thought did 

not solely depend on reason alone but realised the importance of creativity and 

imagination as well as intuition44. Furthermore, unlike France and even Britain, the 

German universities became the key institutions of the German Enlightenment. The 

reformed universities modernised the study in almost all disciplines and became the 

focus of free thought while universities in the rest of Europe remained in bondage 

with the church and the state.45 Withers argues, with reference to Mendelssohn and 

Voltaire, that there was also a juxtaposition between culture and enlightenment 

whereby culture was “everyday practices of civility” and enlightenment was a process 

to achieve peace, freedom, and intellectual development which varied even from city 

to city.46 

 In the final analysis, while the French Enlightenment began with empiricism 

and Cartesian rationalism and rejected traditional authorities of the church and the 

state, the German Enlightenment started with religious motives that developed into 

reformism and sought a balance between rationalism and empiricism. Radical thought 

that the Enlightenment engendered resulted in the French Revolution which did break 

the authorities of the church and the monarchy, however, itself turned into another 

oppressive regime becoming anti-emancipatory. The ideals, hence did not translate 

into politics. The Aufklärung, on the other hand, became deeply embedded in the 

German society which gave birth to German Idealism which dominated the 19th 

century German thought. One last point regarding the difference between Lumières and 

the Aufklärung is the way they approach history. While the French saw themselves as 

intellectual descendants of previous generations’ thoughts, the Germans recognised 

the particularity of the time they were living and the intellectual endeavours they 

embarked upon.47 This awareness, perhaps, was best seen through the question posed 

                                                
43 Thomas Nenon, "Introduction," in Kant, Katianism, and Idealism: The Origins of Continental Philosophy, ed. Thomas 
Nenon (Durham: Acumen, 2013), 13. 
44 Peter Hanns Reill and Ellen Judy Wilson, eds., Encyclopedia of the Enlightenment (New York: Facts On File, 2004), 
27-28. 
45 Preserved Smith, The Enlightenment 1687-1776: Volume Ii of a History of Modern Culture (New York: Collier Books, 
1966), 350-51. 
46 Withers, 14. 
47 Giorgio Tonelli, "The "Weakness" of Reason in the Age of Enlightenment," Diderot Studies 14 (1971): 221-26. 
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in the Berlinische Monatsschrift in 1784, “what is Enlightenment?”, which was answered 

by both Moses Mendelssohn and Immanuel Kant. Kant, who answered by saying that 

it was “the human being’s emancipation from its self-incurred immaturity”48, was an 

Enlightenment thinker, conceiver of the age of German Idealism, and the father of 

critical philosophy which in the 20th century gave birth to the Critical Theory.  

 As a final note before investigating the Critical Theory, Enlightenment’s 

relationship and value can be observed in Hobsbawm’s assertion that “its object was 

to set all human beings free. All progressive, rationalist and humanist ideologies are 

implicit in it, and indeed came out of it.”49 I also argue that, as Kant implied but 

formulated differently, Enlightenment was indeed emancipation. And this redefinition 

lies at the heart of this dissertation. But before that, I need to finish my account and 

timeline of how the Critical Theory came to be. 

  

 

 

2.2. Forefathers: Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Marx 
 

 

 

 Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) has been considered as the first political 

philosopher to underline the importance of the ‘international’ in understanding 

politics.50 As put forward by Roger Spegele and the edited and collected volume on 

Kant’s political writings by Pauline Kleingeld, as well as my own understanding, 

implications of Kant’s philosophy for international politics are best exemplified 

through his three articles/pamphlets: Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan 

                                                
48 Immanuel Kant, "Toward Perpetual Peace" and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, ed. Pauline Kleingeld 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 17. 
49 Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution: Europe 1789-1848 (London: Cardinal, 1973), 35. 
50 Howard Williams and Ken Booth, "Kant: Theorist Beyond Limits," in Classical Theories of International Relations, 
ed. Ian Clark and Iver B. Neumann (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 71. 
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Understanding, On the Common Saying: This May Be True in Theory, but It Does Not Hold in 

Practice, and Toward Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch51.  

 Since Kant’s moral and political philosophy needs to be considered as a whole, 

his understanding of politics appears to be a natural extension of his moral arguments. 

Therefore, in order to fully comprehend Kant’s vision and philosophy, his moral 

philosophy, particularly laid in detail in Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals52, needs 

to be recollected and understood. A thorough discussion of Kant’s philosophy would 

be too ambitious for this dissertation and beyond its scope. Thus, key elements and 

concepts of his philosophy that have direct implications for International Relations 

and Critical Theory will be at the core of this section regarding Kant. Before delving 

into the intricacies of this philosophy, a brief explanation of Kant’s place in the 

mainstream IR literature would be useful so that the links between philosophical roots 

and the main subject of this study is not lost. This style will be maintained for all 

philosophers discussed in this dissertation. 

 In traditional IR, Kant is mostly known for being the precursor of the 

‘democratic peace theory/thesis’ which is considered as a sub-theory under liberalism. 

Michael Doyle adapted Kant’s argument that the republican constitutions would be 

one of the three bases for a perpetual peace and came up with a thesis that liberal states 

would not go to war with other liberal states.53 This theory/thesis has been widely 

discussed as well as tested by numerous positivist and post-positivist scholars.54 Due 

                                                
51 Roger D. Spegele, Emancipatory International Relations: Critical Thinking in International Relations (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2014). References for these texts of Kant are from the edition:  Immanuel Kant, "Toward Perpetual 
Peace" and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, ed. Pauline Kleingeld (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2006) . 
52 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
53 Michael W. Doyle, "Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs," Philosophy & Public Affairs 12, no. 3 (1983); 
"Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs, Part 2," Philosophy & Public Affairs 12, no. 4 (1983); Cornelia Navari, 
"Liberalism," in Security Studies: An Introduction, ed. Paul D. Williams (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008); Bruce Russett, 
"Liberalism," in International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity, ed. Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
54 For more comprehensive explanations and discussion of democratic peace see: Zeev Maoz and Bruce Russett, 
"Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace, 1946-1986," The American Political Science Review 87, no. 3 
(1993); Christopher Layne, "Kant or Cant: The Myth of the Democratic Peace," International Security 19, no. 2 
(1994); John M. Owen, "How Liberalism Produces Democratic Peace," ibid.; Scott Burchill, "Liberal 
Internationalism," in Theories of International Relations, ed. Scott Burchill, et al. (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996); Zeev 
Maoz, "Realist and Cultural Critiques of the Democratic Peace: A Theoretical and Empirical Re-Assessment," 
International Interactions 24, no. 1 (1998); Bruce Russett and John R. Oneal, Triangulating Peace: Democracy, 
Interdependence, and International Organizations (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001); Michael W. Doyle, "Three Pillars of 
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to the scope of this dissertation, Doyle’s thesis will not be elaborated but briefly 

explained. Based on David Singer’s Correlates of War (CoW) Project at Michigan 

University, Doyle argued that almost no liberal state waged war against other liberal 

states and when they did engage in war liberalism of the said states were somewhat 

arguable.55 The usual dyadic and monadic explanations depend on limited data or 

unsubstantiated claims. Even though neighbourhoods in which democratic regimes 

are predominant are generally peaceful, dyadic relations are never only between two 

established liberal democracies. Therefore a definite causality is difficult to establish. 

Another explicit reference to Kant can be found in the English School. Kant is 

presented as a leading figure in ‘revolutionism’ which is one of the three traditions in 

IR, the others being ‘realism’ and ‘rationalism’.56 A more contemporary approach, 

however, regards Kant as a ‘radical rationalist’ rather than ‘revolutionist’. 57 

Revolutionism as a label is problematic because Kant’ own position was actually highly 

critical of revolution.  

 Contemporary debates in critical theory, it has been argued, have been inspired 

by Kant’s understanding of the relationship between morality and politics as well as 

the potential of political progress.58 Also Kant’s ‘critiques’59 have opened territory for 

critical theory but this will be explored in section 2.3. In this section, Kant’s political 

philosophy will be briefly explained using his moral philosophy as the main building 

stone of perpetual peace which I think is conceptually another rendition of emancipation. 

To understand the relationship between these two aspects of Kantian philosophy, one 

needs to grasp the core notions that Kant has introduced starting with the ‘categorical 

imperative’. 

                                                
Liberal Peace," The American Political Science Review 99, no. 3 (2005); Gil Friedman, "Commercial Pacifism and 
Protracted Conflict: Models from Palestinian-Israeli Case," Journal of Conflict Resolution 49, no. 3 (2005); Tim 
Dunne, "Liberailsm, International Terrorism and Democratic Wars," International Relations 23, no. 1 (2009). 
55 Navari, 36. 
56 Martin Wight, International Theory: The Three Traditions (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1992). 
57 Linklater and Suganami. 
58 Kimberly Hutchings, "Immanuel Kant," in Critical Theorists and International Relations, ed. Jenny Edkins and Nick 
Vaughan-Williams (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 219. 
59 Critique of Practical Reason, Critique of Pure Reason, and Critique of Judgement 
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 In the Groundwork, Kant describes the ‘categorical imperative’60 through a two-

dimensional formulation: “Act only on that maxim by which you can at the same time 

will that it should become a universal law” and “[a]ct as though the maxim of your 

action were to become by your will a universal law of nature”.61 This has certain 

implications for the practical world, but for the time-being it will be less distracting to 

continue in the theoretical realm. In order to understand this formulation one must go 

back to Kant’s understanding of ‘duty’ as well as ‘good will’. ‘Good will’ is essentially 

the only universal good because it is unconditional. It is unconditional, because, as 

Kant argues, everything else is a means. A brief example is in order here. Helping the 

poor may seem an act good in itself, however, helping the poor out of pity, or to feel 

good, or as a religious task makes it actually a means and these motivations do not 

qualify for universality. The moral worth of an act has nothing to do with its objective 

or consequence, but its relation to duty as “good will is manifested when we act of 

duty rather than inclination”.62 This gives us the deontological nature of Kant’s moral 

philosophy meaning that the consequences of actions are more or less irrelevant 

whereas intent (or rather ‘duty’) is important. 

 The moral worth emanating from ‘good will’ thus ‘categorical imperative’ is 

actually the core of a Kantian commonwealth. The civil condition is grounded on 

‘freedom’, ‘equality’, and ‘independence as a citizen’.63 The ideal form of government 

is a republic based on these principles.64 However, it is important to note that this is a 

rather different formulation of republic. In mainstream contemporary political theory 

republic is merely defined as a “system of government that does not entail monarchy, 

nor (…) aristocratic or oligarchic rule.65 For Kant, ‘form of sovereignty’ and ‘form of 

government’ are two distinct classifications. The form of sovereignty can be autocracy, 

aristocracy, or democracy based on the position of the highest authority, while the 

form of government can be republican or despotic based on the manner the state is 

                                                
60 ‘Categorical imperative’ is also dubbed as Kant’s formulation of universal law. 
61 Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, 222. 
62 Ibid., 199-203. 
63 "Toward Perpetual Peace" and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, 74. 
64 “The First Definitive Article of Perpetual Peace: The Civil Constitution of Every State Shall Be Republican.” Ibid. 
65 David Robertson, The Routledge Dictionary of Politics, Third ed. (London: Routledge, 2004), 425. 
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ruled.66 Kant believes that democracy is essentially a despotic form of government 

because it puts executive above all.67 Therefore it can be inferred that a representative 

republican system establishes a sort of separation of powers and Kant’s reservations 

concerning democracy resemble the notion of ‘tyranny of the majority’. Nevertheless, 

it should be noted that Kant’s argument for republicanism and against democracy is 

one of the least developed parts of his philosophy. That being said, we must go back 

to his moral philosophy to understand his position and propositions regarding the 

condition of an endless international peace, namely ‘a perpetual peace’.  

 In Perpetual Peace, the categorical imperative comes up in the discussion of 

‘political moralist’ vs. ‘moral politician’ in a somewhat implicit manner. The former 

refers to a person who uses morality to fit her/his political interests while the latter 

refers to a person who interprets politics to be in line with morality.68 Kant contrasts 

these two characters to show the morality that the practical political system should be 

based to achieve perpetual peace.69 Kant argues that perpetual peace may only be 

achieved as a result of rational moral behaviour70, which in essence is behaviour that 

comes out of duty and therefore good will. In other words, through a universal morality 

manifesting itself in categorical imperative, moral politician seeks perpetual peace 

through reason and out of duty.  

 Now I will get deeper into the premises of perpetual peace by scrutinising the 

three levels of rights. People are required to enter a civil condition to escape from the 

state of nature (war). Although I think that this state of nature is not a Hobbesian one 

as exemplified by Kant’s further account of the civil condition, there are some like Ben 

Holland who interprets Kant’s view as a Hobbesian one. 71  The civil condition 

proposed by Kant may take forms on different levels: ‘right of citizens of a state’, 

                                                
66 Kant, "Toward Perpetual Peace" and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, 76. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid., 96. 
69 Williams and Booth, 92-93. 
70 Ibid., 93. 
71 Ben Holland, "The Perpetual Peace Puzzle: Kant on Persons and States," Philosophy & Social Criticism 43, no. 6 
(2017): 601. 
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‘international right’, and ‘cosmopolitan right’72. It can be read in a way that actions with 

moral worth that come out of duty in each of these levels would eventually lead to a 

perpetual peace. One must, however, always keep in mind that Kant does not give a 

deterministic prediction, but instead purports a foundation for politics which would 

achieve peace in some unknown future. It is a proto-meta-critique which resembles 

the emancipatory politics understanding present in modern Critical Theory. A never-

ending peace should be our objective because it is a rational moral objective out of 

duty. Whether this peace will be in a form of world government or a federation of 

world states is not clear and can be interpreted differently, nevertheless, it actually does 

not really matter if a perpetual peace is achieved. In regard with the whole Kantian 

philosophy, it would not be absurd to argue that perpetual peace is essentially, 

‘Enlightenment; the ultimate purpose for human beings to become emancipated “from 

its self-incurred immaturity”.73  

 One might rightfully pose the question: How does Kant relate to the Critical 

Theory, then? As it has been mentioned previously, Kant’s critiques paved way for the 

critical method and therefore CT with their proposition that “knowledge was the 

product of categories of understanding and spatio-temporally mediated experience”.74 

Yet, it should be noted that Kant’s critiques are not themselves part of the Critical 

Theory, but rather they mark the beginning of an intellectual-philosophical revolution 

in the European thought which finally engendered “the Critical Theory” in the 20th 

century. For example, Hegel cannot be discussed without referring to Kant; Marx 

cannot be analysed without referring to Hegel, nor the first generation of Frankfurt 

School can be understood without Marx and so forth. However, this text is not meant 

to be another history of Western philosophy. For each of these philosophers, there are 

countless numbers of volumes written by other eminent philosophers and scholars. 

Therefore it is not a chronology of the ideas that created the CT. The focus, rather, is 

                                                
72 Kant, "Toward Perpetual Peace" and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, 73. This needs a clarification 
because in the original text Kant uses the term “völkerrecht” which does not immediately translate as 
“international right” but rather “law of nations” or in Latin refers to “jus gentium”. The term “international” as 
we are using now was coined by Jeremy Bentham. Also, for “cosmopolitan right” he uses the term 
“weltbürgerrecht” which translates roughly as “world citizen’s right”.  
73 Ibid., 3-23. 
74 Hutchings, 217-18. 
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how do these ideas communicate with each other so that a comparatively coherent 

body of thought under the CT heading is formed. 

 Kant differentiates knowledge of phenomena and knowledge of noumena; former 

meaning the knowledge of things as we perceive them through our senses and 

understanding; while the latter refers to the knowledge that exists independently of our 

faculties75. So, scientific knowledge is not objective knowledge, but rather it is derived 

from our senses and understanding of them. The objective world of noumena is not 

accessible. In a simplistic way, we can compare this with Plato’s world of ideas, the 

objective world which we only experience and see the shadows of. In the noumenal 

realm speculative (practical) reason is used to explore, while in the phenomenal realm, 

where necessity rules, scientific  (instrumental) reason is required. Notwithstanding 

that these are separate objective and subjective worlds, there is a relationship between 

the two as normative conflicts would require ethical judgements which are not results 

of instrumental calculations.76  Thus, going beyond the scientific rationality Kant’s 

critical method emphasised the social action and the social context of the scientific 

activity rather than the internal dynamics of scientific claims.77 Nonetheless, Kantian 

philosophy is overwhelmingly rationalistic as explored by the English School of 

International Relations. Furthermore, Kant’s rationalism has been criticised as being 

‘ahistorical’ because it relies solely on reason without pinpointing the historical process 

in which it had emerged.78 Interestingly enough, Kant’s distinction between noumena 

and phenomena actually seems to transcend it, albeit perhaps insufficiently. Also, his 

conception of history, in my view, refutes the claims of ahistoricity as he is well aware 

of his own spatiotemporal situatedness. Still, it can be argued that the rationalism in 

Kant may be a feature of the Enlightenment era he lived in. Therefore, his distinctions 

and attempts at transcending this without losing integrity are very important in the 

sense that his philosophy is relevant to all those came after him whether critiquing him 

or not.  

                                                
75 Williams and Booth, 73. 
76 Stephen Eric Bronner, Of Critical Theory and Its Theorists, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2002), 13-14. 
77 Ibid., 13. 
78Martin Griffiths, Steven C. Roach, and M. Scott Solomon, "Andrew Linklater," in Fifty Key Thinkers in 
International Relations (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 203. 
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 Kant’s ‘transcendental subject’, which gives the name of Kantian idealism 

(‘transcendental idealism’), is a revolutionary concept because it refers to the 

subjectivity of reality that individuals perceive.79 This, in a sense, coupled with the 

critical method can be considered as the point that created the CT. Preoccupation with 

duty, that has been elaborated in the previous section, is one of the core elements of 

this idealism as it corresponds to a universal and ideal purpose.80 This is an area of 

constant struggle in practicality. Since the ultimate objective of humanity is emancipation, 

and this can only be achieved through perpetual peace as a result of rational actions 

coming out of duty, problems arise when the actors act in self-interest. Here 

speculative reason comes into play. Through speculative reason, which carries with it 

the moral worthiness, it can be argued that the progress towards the ultimate objective 

is possible.81  

 Although this dissertation will not focus on Hegelian idealism in opposition to 

transcendental idealism, to comprehend the creation of the modern CT we must follow 

the evolution of thought through Hegel before dealing with Nietzsche and Marx. 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) marks a significant turn in the idealist 

tradition as he tried to overcome the dualism in Kant82. In the Hegelian interpretation, 

noumena are actually present in the phenomenal realm as thinking about the unthinkable 

brings it to the thinkable world. The objective world, for Hegel, is contingent on the 

subjective process of development, informed by its own history and thus in Hegel’s 

idealism both object and subject are manifestations of the Absolute (Spirit).83 In other 

words, Hegel opposed the formalism and used dialectic to uncover the logic of the 

universe through the famous three-fold process of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.84 

The Kantian understanding that moral worth can only exist if there is no self-interest 

was a central point that Hegel criticised since it would be powerless because the moral 

                                                
79 Bronner, 13. 
80 Ibid., 14. 
81 Steven C. Roach, ed. Critical Theory and International Relations: A Reader (New York: Routledge, 2008), xiv-xv. 
82 Bronner, 21. 
83 Steven B. Smith, "Hegel's Idea of a Critical Theory," Political Theory 15, no. 1 (1987): 103; Bronner, 22. 
84 Dino Franco Felluga, Critical Theory: The Key Concepts (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 75-76. 
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reasoning was a part of the development of consciousness, not an abstract duty.85 This 

required an ethical community and the state was the embodiment of the idea of 

freedom or the ethical idea. 86  Therefore in the Hegelian dialectic, history would 

progress to freedom albeit through contradictions and conflict as exemplified in the 

“unhappy consciousness” of the slave metaphor.87 Hegel, however, is not present in 

the IR literature and his dialectic is central to Marx’s critique and the idea of 

emancipation. In other words, Hegel’s place in the CT lies within the Marxist literature 

rather than on his own. 

 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) has never been as popular as Kant in the IR 

literature. He has inspired thinkers and philosophers such as Jacques Derrida, Gilles 

Deleuze, and Michel Foucault whose approaches were used in the IR discipline, 

particularly in the ‘post-structural (or sometimes post-modern) international relations’ 

sub-field; but it is rather rare to see a direct reference to Nietzsche’s thought in the 

field. In fact, no IR textbook actually mentions his name even once. Perhaps, the only 

explicit reference to Nietzsche can be found in James Der Derian’s writings, 

particularly his innovative chapter in Lipschutz’s seminal book (which also includes 

the chapter that introduces Waever’s securitisation).88 Der Derian focuses on how 

Nietzsche adopts an interpretive approach and destabilises the prevailing identities of 

the past where fear of death is the main motive for all meaning.89 

 Nietzsche’s enquiries into morality, especially in Beyond Good and Evil and On 

the Genealogy of Morals, reveals a non-traditional approach which reflected how the 

historical flows affect values and how these historical changes can be interpreted.90 The 

next section will deal with Nietzsche’s influence on and reinterpretation by the 

                                                
85 David Held, Introduction to Critical Theory: Horkheimer to Habermas (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), 158; Peter M. 
R. Stirk, Critical Theory, Politics and Society (London: Continuum, 2000), 33. 
86 Roach, 4. 
87 Held, 176; Roach, 25; Terry Pinkard, "G. W. F. Hegel," in Kant, Kantianism, and Idealism, ed. Thomas Nenon 
(Durham: Acumen, 2010), 214-15. 
88James Der Derian, "The Value of Security," in On Security, ed. Ronnie D. Lipschutz (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1995). 
89 Ibid. 
90 Robin Durie, "Friedrich Nietzsche," in Critical Theorists and International Relations, ed. Jenny Edkins and Nick 
Vaughan-Williams (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 264. 
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Frankfurt School and the chapter following that will again mention Nietzsche this time 

in terms of his influence on Foucault and Derrida. However, outside the Frankfurt 

School’s framework and Foucault and Derrida’s philosophy, a general introduction to 

the relevant parts of Nietzsche’s philosophy is required. 

 Misrepresentation of Nietzsche’s works by his sister caused him to be accepted 

as a proto-fascist whose ideas engendered Nazism and Italian fascism.91 He did not, 

actually, write about politics and usually, he is not seen as a political philosopher. 

Nevertheless, his moral philosophy needs to be read in relation to its impact on 

political theory as well. One of his most relevant (and perhaps the most coherent) work 

is On the Genealogy of Morals in which he seeks out to show the genesis and the evolution 

of Western morality. Nietzsche argues that moral norms create moral communities 

and these communities seek homogeneity and therefore need absolutes that can enable 

them to exclude those threatening such kinship.92 In other words, political legitimacy 

is based on the moral absolutes.  

 Nietzsche’s Genealogy puts forward the argument that morality, as we 

understand in the contemporary world, came into being through a ‘slave revolt’ that 

made the ‘slave morality’ ‘good’ and the ‘master morality’ ‘bad’; a resentment that 

turned into a rejection of everything that the masters signified.93 This slave revolt 

started with the Jews and then continued with Christians and finally became the 

dominant morality of the so called Judeo-Christian West. The relationship between 

man and God, according to Nietzsche, is similar to the relationship between debtor 

and creditor where the original sin is the ultimate debt and cannot be repaid and 

therefore man is constantly being tortured by himself (with guilt).94 An extension of 

this understanding is seen as his declaration of the death of God. For him, God has 

been replaced by other foci of power such as ‘science’ and accordingly a sacred 

                                                
91 Ibid., 263. 
92 Christopher J. Emden, Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008), 229. 
93 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals - Ecce Homo, ed. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Knopf Doubleday 
Publishing Group, 1989), 36-46. 
94 Nancy S. Love, "Epistemology and Exchange: Marx, Nietzsche, and Critical Theory," New German Critique 41, 
no. Spring-Summer (1987): 83. 
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characteristic is added. This, as a result of Enlightenment, would elevate science to a 

certain degree that any criticism would become sacrilege.  

 Nietzsche is also characterised by his critique of Kant, in which he rejects the 

Kantian approach to morality as well as reality. In this vein, it seems rather 

contradictory to put him in the same section with Kant, however, his critique would 

not have existed without Kant’s prior contributions which paved way for Nietzschean 

critique and genealogy. Furthermore, Horkheimer and Adorno see a direct line 

between Kant and Nietzsche, particularly regarding his Genealogy, a kind of similar 

critique of ‘scientism’.95 But more on that in the next section. 

 Any discussion of Critical Theory would be irreparably incomplete without 

giving an account of Karl Marx’s (1818-1883) thought. Therefore it is imperative to 

explain, rather briefly, his philosophy and the role it played in the formation of CT. It 

is, however, crucial to realise the distinction between Marx himself and Marxism. And 

even further we might need to distinguish young Marx from mature Marx as well. Yet, 

to pinpoint differences firstly let us outline the traditional Marx as known for the 

general social studies audience.  

 Marx’s critique of capitalism and his emphasis on modes of production and 

social class are two essential points. He understood capitalism as a historically 

produced form of social life meaning that it is not immutable or founded on human 

nature. Dialectical understanding of history purported that humans were both the 

producers and products of historical processes as Marx famously wrote in his The 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte “men make their own history, but they do not 

make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by 

themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted from 

the past.”96 Capitalism, in this sense, refers to the form of social life which is the 

historical result of the commodification of labour due to technological advancements 

and new modes of production.97 Here, the people who sold their labour comprises the 

working class while the owners of the forces of production who buys the labour of the 

                                                
95 Peter Pütz, "Nietzsche and Critical Theory," Telos 50 (1981). 
96 David McLellan, ed. Karl Marx: Selected Writings, 2 ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 329. 
97 Mark Rupert, "Marxism and Critical Theory," in International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity, ed. Tim 
Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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working class to obtain surplus value are the capitalist class. This classification is 

difficult to project to contemporary society, as Marx also realised, due to the existence 

of other classes such as the middle class, and their relation to production is much more 

complex.98  

 Different periods of history had different kinds of relations of production, but 

particularly in Marx’s time, the social relations were mainly based on this capitalist class 

(bourgeoisie)-working class (proletariat) antagonism. He and Engels claimed that “[t]he 

history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”99 This was what 

the ‘historical materialism’ meant where the history was determined by the mode of 

production. Another important point here is the subject of ‘alienation’ which, actually, 

binds all works of Marx together (and also with Hegel). With the term alienation (of 

the proletariat) Marx meant many things: the separation of humans from the products 

of their labour, from the act of production, from his/her own being as a human, and 

from the rest of the society.100 The working class oppressed by the capitalists, according 

to him, needed to break from the false consciousness that painted a picture of capitalist 

society as natural. So, the oppressed class ought to emancipate itself and to prevent a 

similar relation of domination establish a classless society through revolution. 101 

Therefore, for Marx, emancipation was mainly the emancipation of the working class from 

oppression. However, when considered together with the universality claims of 

communism, as The Communist Manifesto calls in its concluding sentence 102 , the 

emancipation of the working class becomes the emancipation of the whole humanity. A 

universal emancipation thus entails the abolition of classes and oppression globally. 

 Orthodox Marxism, focused almost solely on the political economic aspects of 

Marx’s thought. Orthodox Marxism was also influenced by many developments in the 

conjuncture such as the First World War and the October Revolution in Russia, and 

                                                
98 Nicholas Abercrombie, Stephen Hill, and Bryam S. Turner, The Penguin Dictionary of Sociology, 4th ed. (London: 
Penguin, 2000), 215. 
99 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, trans. Samuel Moore (Harmondsworth: Pelican 
Books, 1967), 79. 
100 T.B. Bottomore and Maximilien Rubel, eds., Karl Marx: Selected Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1961), 42; Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner, 11-12. 
101 McLellan, 232. 
102 “WORKING MEN OF ALL COUNTRIES, UNITE!” Marx and Engels, 121. (capitals in the original) 

 



22A_BW PS Sezal_stand.job

 

43 
 

later on rising of fascism and the Second World War. Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (Lenin), 

leader of the Russian Revolution and the head of government of the Soviet Union, 

was, perhaps, the central figure who reformulated Marx’s ideas in a practical sense. He 

was able to connect anti-colonial and national self-determination struggles with Marx’s 

class struggle and revolutionary theory.103 Soviet experience, however, saw Marxist 

ideals to turn into a strong one-party totalitarian state instead of the withering of state 

and universal emancipation. This point will be elaborated in the next section on the 

Frankfurt School. 

 As mentioned before, there was a difference between young and mature Marx. 

This difference, however, was not contradictory or altogether opposing. It was rather 

because of Marx’s desire to focus first on political economy. Still, ‘alienation’ was the 

leitmotif of all his writings and this was actually something he borrowed from Hegel 

and adopted accordingly.104 Young Marx was more focused on political theory and the 

role of the theorist and also non-positivist in his understanding of history. Later on, 

maybe because Marxists interpreted as such, he seemed to become a proponent of a 

deterministic and objectivist historical approach. 

 Method of Marx’s critique was also a Hegelian approach, however, Marx 

divorced this understanding from Hegel firstly through his critique of Hegel. This 

method was ‘immanent critique’ (which is also a very pivotal element of the early 

Frankfurt School and will be further explained in the next section). This form of 

critique entailed revealing the contradictions in the society so that an emancipatory 

change becomes possible.105 The fundamental distinctness of the Marxian immanent 

critique was that it replaced the ‘Spirit’ in the Hegelian philosophy with concrete history 

and struggle against the natural necessity for the basis of his emancipatory 

perspective.106 

    

 

                                                
103 Göran Therborn, From Marxism to Post-Marxism? (London: Verso, 2010), 68. 
104 David McLellan, Marx before Marxism (Harmondsworth: Pelican Books, 1972), 278. 
105 Robert J. Antonio, "Immanent Critique as the Core of Critical Theory: Its Origins and Developments in 
Hegel, Marx and Contemporary Thought," The British Journal of Sociology 32, no. 3 (1981): 332. 
106 Ibid., 334. 
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2.3. Formulating and Philosophising Critical Social 
Theory: The Frankfurt School 

 

 
 Institute for Social Research (Institut für Sozialforschung) was established as an 

autonomous centre attached to the University of Frankfurt in 1923. Its purpose was, 

with the guidance of the Marxist tradition, to study society, labour movement and 

origins of anti-Semitism. Despite conducting important research before, the Institute 

came to prominence with the appointment of Max Horkheimer as its director in 1930. 

Horkheimer claimed that the previous studies have either focused on an abstract, 

isolated individual or a hypostasised social totality and what was needed was 

overcoming dichotomies through dialectic mediation bringing disciplines together and 

always being aware of the historical and social contexts.107 The Institute and particularly 

the figures such as Max Horkheimer (1895-1973), Theodor Adorno (1903-1969), and 

Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979) became known as the ‘Frankfurt School’ (FS). Walter 

Benjamin until his early death, Eric Fromm until his resignation were also part of this 

diverse and talented group. As can be seen from the diversity of these names, studies 

were in a large spectrum from psychoanalysis to aesthetics, from economic themes to 

social, political, and cultural issues. 

 Historical context and the experiences of the Frankfurt School scholars are of 

great value for understanding how the Critical Theory had been theorised and 

formulated.108 After the National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP or the 

Nazi Party) came to power in 1933, the Institute relocated to Geneva as their financial 

assets in Germany were seized by the state. It should also be kept in mind that the 

Institute was established by Felix Weil who was Jewish and the director, Horkheimer 

himself, was also Jewish and therefore the Institute was a potential target for 

persecution by the Nazi regime. Geneva was a transit destination for the Institute and 

following an official invitation by Columbia University, the Institute relocated to New 

                                                
107 Held, 32-33. 
108 For a recent exploration of lives of these philosophers, see: Stuart Jeffries, Grand Hotel Abyss: The Lives of the 
Frankfurt School (London: Verso, 2017). 



23A_BW PS Sezal_stand.job

 

45 
 

York in 1935 and then some, including Horkheimer, moved to Los Angeles in 1941. 

After the end of the Second World War, the Institute was officially invited back to 

Frankfurt and in 1953 it was reestablished there. However, figures such as Marcuse, 

Löwenthal, and Kirchheimer chose to stay in the United States. Developments in 

Europe, the war, and the Holocaust affected the Frankfurt School deeply, throwing 

scholars from an interwar optimism to a deep pessimism.  

 Critical Theory was the product of such a socio-political environment and 

scholarly milieu. But, then what is this Critical Social Theory that the Frankfurt School 

introduced us? In the core of it lies young Marx’s famous statement in the Theses on 

Feuerbach: “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the 

point, however, is to change it.” 109  Horkheimer contrasted traditional and critical 

theory in his seminal essay in 1937. One very significant argument is that “the theory 

is not a storehouse of hypotheses on the course of particular events in society. It 

constructs a developing picture of society as a whole, an existential judgment with a 

historical dimension.”110 He also claimed theory cannot be thought of independent of 

people and has its own trajectory of growth.111 Although primarily based on Marxist 

research, the Institute differed greatly from Western Marxism (a term describing the 

Marxist tradition in the West as opposed to the Soviet Union and its sphere of 

influence). Scholars of the Institute, however, criticised orthodox Marxism’s 

preoccupation with material economics. For Horkheimer, true materialism was 

dialectical and constituted of a continuing interaction between subject and object.112 

Furthermore, it was important to realise that the conditions that gave rise to 

materialism were historical.113 In other words, Horkheimer and the Frankfurt School 

was arguing that the historical materialism’s understanding of society and class was 

ahistorical. This was because conditions could change in time and that was exactly what 

happened. Working classes in industrial societies did not initiate revolutions and even 

they became part in the rise of fascism. They even volunteered in the war effort despite 

                                                
109 McLellan, Karl Marx: Selected Writings, 173. 
110 Max Horkheimer, Critical Theory: Selected Essays (London: Bloomsbury, 1972), 239. 
111 Ibid., 240. 
112 Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research 1923-1950 
(London: Heinemann, 1973), 54. 
113 Horkheimer, 45. 
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Marxists’ call for a boycott that would put the capitalist machinery into crisis and lead 

to a proletarian revolution. This was one of the significant factors that made the 

Frankfurt School realise that material conditions and the ownership of means of 

production were not the sole dynamic for social relations. As brought up earlier this 

view was obviously reminiscent of early Marx. 

 In essence, the Frankfurt School was seeking freedom and for Marcuse, as he 

writes in On Hedonism, “the reality of happiness is the reality of freedom as the self-

determination of liberated humanity in its common struggle with nature.”114 This quote 

reminds us of the key concepts within the CT tradition. Reality, happiness, freedom, 

liberated humanity, and struggle with nature all refer to general ideas behind the 

corpora of the Frankfurt School.  

 To understand reality, we can easily go back to Horkheimer’s criticism of 

Marxian history (that is reified and objectified). According to Horkheimer, it is not 

possible to refer to an objective reality which observers can interpret from the outside; 

the social theorist is actually a part of what s/he is analysing and is aware of this 

condition.115 Here, freedom is liberation (or emancipation) of humanity from its struggle 

to dominate nature. Domination of nature is a legacy of the Enlightenment which 

essentially gave rise to positivism. FS is critical of this stance as the domination of 

nature is actually the triumph of instrumental (subjective) reason. Particularly in the 

later works of Horkheimer and Adorno (i.e. Dialetic of Enlightenment) we see a harsh 

critique of Enlightenment. While the Enlightenment allowed humanity to master 

nature (by science and technology), it also gave the opportunity to some social groups 

to ensure the dominance of the rest of the populations through this new technical 

apparatus.116  In this structure that (instead of emancipating) controls and exploits 

people, they are therefore not ends but means and commodity.117 In other words, 

Enlightenment which was progressive and emancipatory turned into a regressive and 

                                                
114 Herbert Marcuse, Negations: Essays in Critical Theory (London: Mayfly, 2009), 148. 
115 Held, 191. 
116 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2002), xvii. 
117 Columba Peoples, "Theodor Adorno," in Critical Theorists and International Relations, ed. Jenny Edkins and Nick 
Vaughan-Williams (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 13. 
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oppressive tradition. Positivism is one of the central reasons for this as value-free 

objectivistic approaches dominated all fields, positivism became the ideological tool of 

modernity. It would be helpful to give a brief definition of positivism: “the view that 

all true knowledge is scientific, in the sense of describing the coexistence and 

succession of observable phenomena.”118 FS’s critique of such a view was mainly 

because of its application to social studies. They argued that social reality was the result 

of an ongoing interplay between the moment and the totality.119 Rejecting this and the 

historical struggle between the humans and nature made positivism dogmatic. 120 

Furthermore, seeing social relations in a positivistic way directly results in 

understanding societal dynamics and structures as objects. This objectivisation, then, 

causes the reification of the existing structures and thus makes domination within the 

status quo natural. Also, as the scientific method requires a certain degree of 

predictability, the predictable social theory was nothing more than “unfreedom” for 

Horkheimer as well as Adorno.121 Last but not least, claims of objectivity and value-

freedom are themselves value-laden because the reason behind the preference for 

value-freedom is in itself an evaluation of value. And with this, scientism as a value-

laden ideology, positivism discredits other potential forms of knowledge, methods, and 

practices. So, in a sense, positivism which was a significant driving force of the 

Enlightenment turned it into a regressive process. For FS scholars the rise of Fascism 

and the Holocaust were not exceptions in history but rather a natural result of the 

Enlightenment which fostered the positivistic attitude towards society and produced 

people as means.  

 Immanent method (or critique) is the main tool that the FS used for their 

analyses and not surprisingly it is borrowed from Marx whom borrowed from Engels 

as explained in the previous section. It is the accentuation of contradictions between 

social relations and ideologies. 122  This resonates with the description of critical 

                                                
118 Alan Bullock, Oliver Stallybrass, and Stephen Trombley, eds., The Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought (London: 
Fontana Press, 1990), 669. 
119 Held, 164-65. 
120 Ibid., 165. 
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reflection by Horkheimer which has the task of “not merely to understand the various 

facts in their historical development—and even this has immeasurably wider 

implications than positivist scholasticism has ever dreamed of—but also to see through 

the notion of fact itself, in its development and therefore in its relativity.”123 This means 

that the theorist needs to be aware of the repercussions of her/his locality and 

temporality while making analysis and attempt at exploring origins of how that locality 

and temporality came to be. Depicting the contradictions in this historicity s/he will 

pave way for potential emancipation. 

 The Enlightenment may seem to be the cause of every problem in the modern 

world, nevertheless, the Frankfurt School critique is not as simple as that but rather 

multidimensional. “Freedom in society is inseparable from enlightenment thinking,”124 

say Horkheimer and Adorno, and in fact, they try to save Enlightenment from the 

regression it caused and succumbed to. Critical Theory, then, is precisely for this: 

theory and practice of emancipation.125 Here a parenthesis is in order: Even though in 

the text of Horkheimer word emancipation (Emanzipation in German) is present, in some 

of the writings of the FS a term which has a wider meaning and that is usually translated 

as “liberation” (Befreiung) is used.126 This is important because many critiques of the FS 

and the Critical Theory, including postmodern and postcolonial scholars, express their 

discomfort with the term “emancipation” which implies, according to them, another 

form of oppression.  

 Frankfurt School did not only consist of and die with Horkheimer, Adorno, 

Marcuse, and others. Although it never arose to the prominence of this first generation 

of critical theorists, numerous philosophers and theorists still follow the Frankfurt 

tradition, albeit in different trajectories. Perhaps the most famous thinker in the second 

generation is Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929) who was actually Adorno’s assistant and in 

1964 took over Horkheimer’s chair in philosophy and sociology. Habermas is a 

controversial figure for many reasons including his distance from the Marxist 

                                                
123 Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason (London: Continuum, 2004), 56. 
124 Horkheimer and Adorno, xvi. 
125 Horkheimer, Critical Theory: Selected Essays, 233, 46. 
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foundations of the FS. Despite the early FS was disillusioned by the political economy 

basis of Marxism, they were still working within a Marxist framework which took social 

and cultural relations to the fore. What Habermas did was expelling these secondary 

aspects such as forces and relations of production and focusing on different kinds of 

action and knowledge interests.127 This constituted the basis of his perennial work, 

Theory of Communicative Action. He also tried to reverse the pessimism of Horkheimer 

and Adorno and wanted to restore emancipatory reason as the main object of critical 

theory.128 In a sense, he was going back to an original emancipatory programme of the 

FS before losing hope. This also brought Kant and cosmopolitanism to the core of the 

theory. According to Christopher Zurn, there are three central themes in Habermas’ 

thought which are the linguistic turn; integration of hermeneutical and systems theory 

approaches in sociology; and interaction with postmodernist and poststructuralist 

thinkers.129 Cosmopolitanism, as well as communicative action, will be explained more 

comprehensively in Chapter 4 as they are directly related to the main subject of the 

dissertation. 

 In 2001, Axel Honneth, a student of Habermas’ became the director of the 

Institute. He is considered as belonging to the third generation of the Frankfurt School 

theorists. His students are the fourth generation including scholars like Rainer Forst. 

The Frankfurt School is, accordingly, still active and contributing to the discussion in 

a varying selection of topics related to contemporary society.  

 There is also another branch of critical theory which is different from the FS’s 

understanding which must be explored before moving on to next chapter. This branch 

is more related to International Political Economy (IPE) subfield of IR rather than 

Security Studies. However, the Aberystwyth School also borrows some ideas from it 

as well. It is the Gramscian branch of critical theory which is based on the thought of 

Italian thinker and politician Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937). 

 Gramsci was the founder of the Italian Communist Party and a strong 

proponent of a revolutionary change. He was even elected to the Italian Parliament, 

                                                
127 Therborn, 79. 
128 Craig Calhoun and Jospeh Karganis, "Critical Theory," in Handbook of Social Theory, ed. George Ritzer and 
Barry Smart (London: Sage, 2003), 190. 
129 Christopher F. Zurn, "Jürgen Habermas," in Poststructuralism and Critical Theory's Second Generation, ed. Alan D. 
Schrift (Durham: Acumen, 2010), 205-13. 
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however, despite his parliamentary immunity fascist police arrested and imprisoned 

him in 1926. His already ill health deteriorated in prison conditions and finally, he died 

in 1937 a week after his release. Although he was active before his imprisonment, he 

is better known through 29 notebooks, Prison Notebooks, he filled until 1935 when he 

became too ill to write. Notebooks are a compilation of his ideas which were written in 

a very fragmented way and were published posthumously. Gramsci was introduced to 

the IR discipline in 1981 by Robert Cox, but his thought remained rather peripheral 

and became almost exclusive to the international political economy. 

 Gramsci was a Marxist who was disillusioned by the manner mainstream 

Marxism interpreted Marx’s works. In parts of the Notebooks where he deals with 

Marxism (‘philosophy of praxis’ as he refers to it), he provides a critique of the 

deterministic and mechanistic interpretation of Marxism; a critique based on Marx’s 

Theses on Feuerbach130. It is similar to the FS, in the sense that Gramsci also opted for 

early Marx’s philosophy that was less focused on the economy than society and 

philosophy. Gramsci argued that Marxism was, however, “the greatest form of 

‘historicism’, total liberation from any form of abstract ‘ideologism’, the real conquest 

of the historical world, the beginnings of a new civilisation.”131 However, he also 

cautions the reader of the possibility of Marxism becoming an ideology, a dogmatic 

system132. In the light of these, it can be deduced that philosophy of praxis is essentially 

a form of critique and therefore by implication a critical theory. It is ironic that 

contemporary Gramscianism is focused mainly on the political economy, very similar 

to what Gramsci was criticising about Marxism.  

 One of his greatest contributions was probably the reinterpretation of the 

concept of ‘hegemony’. For him, hegemony is not established and maintained by force 

but rather through submission of subaltern classes by consent. Dominant classes 

subdue the others by portraying their own interests as the interests of all, therefore, 

making these interests ‘common sense’. At this instance, base (economic structure) and 

superstructures (cultural and ideational elements) interact and co-constitute with ideas 

                                                
130 John Schwarzmantel, The Routledge Guidebook to Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 214-15. 
131 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: International Publishers, 1992), 399. 
132 Ibid., 406-07. 
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of a society and form ‘historical blocs’133. However, counter-hegemonic social forces 

may create a sufficient impetus through the superstructure and challenge the dominant 

class’ hegemony in a similar manner to those of the dominant classes134. This, in turn, 

could entail emancipatory political potential. Gramsci emphasises the importance of 

intellectuals both for the dominant classes and the counter-hegemonic forces. He 

claims that “one of the most important characteristics of any group that is developing 

towards dominance is its struggle to assimilate and to conquer ‘ideologically’ the 

traditional intellectuals, but this assimilation and conquest are made quicker and more 

efficacious the more the group in question succeeds in simultaneously elaborating its 

own organic intellectuals.”135 While the intellectuals within the counter-hegemonic 

forces fulfil a role similar to a critical theorist, organic intellectuals of the dominant 

classes attempt to perpetuate the ‘common sense’ of the hegemonic force.  

  

 

 

2.4. Conclusion 

   

 

 This chapter explained the origins of Critical Theory through three key figures, 

namely Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, and Marx; and then depicted what CT was with a 

discussion of the Frankfurt School which formulated the CT in the first place. A brief 

introduction to Gramsci’s thought is also given as he is related to the Aberystwyth 

School to some extent. 

 While focusing on philosophical links, reflections of each philosopher’s 

thought in the broader IR literature have been discussed as well. Reason for this was 

to enable the clear flow of thought whilst keeping the subject relevant to the main 

purpose of the dissertation. 

                                                
133 Ibid., 360-77; Schwarzmantel, 238. 
134 Mark Rupert, "Antonio Gramsci," in Critical Theorists and International Relations, ed. Jenny Edkins and Nick 
Vaughan-Williams (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 183. 
135 Gramsci, 10. 
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 This chapter has illustrated that the new Enlightenment tradition of critique, 

which Kant has introduced, was at the core of the formation of critical theory. In 

addition to critique, emancipation was also a common theme in all of the discussed 

philosophers. In the Nietzsche’s case the concept of genealogy is introduced which is 

particularly important as it will be seen in Chapter 3. 

 The Frankfurt School was established upon the intellectual legacy of these 

aforementioned philosophers, however, it also involved the critique of these 

predecessors and the specific conjuncture of the post-First World War Europe, Second 

World War and post-Second World War US where the theory was formed. Table 1 

(see next page) provides a summary of the part that will be important for Chapter 3 

and 4. 

 The next chapter will deal with what I opted for terming ‘new critical thought’ 

as a continuation of the specific Enlightenment view of the CT but, of course, with 

significant additions and nuances.  
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