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intellectual development. This study recovers and reconstructs the model of early
Critical Theory that guided the work of the Institute for Social Research in the
1930s. Horkheimer is remembered primarily as the coauthor of Dialectic of
Enlightenment, which he wrote with Theodor W. Adorno in the early 1940s. Yet
few people realize that Horkheimer and Adorno did not begin working together
seriously until the late 1930s, or that the model of Critical Theory developed by
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cial ways from Dialectic of Enlightenment. Abromeit highlights the ways in which
Horkheimer’s early Critical Theory remains relevant to contemporary theoretical
discussions in a wide variety of fields.

John Abromeit is an assistant professor in the Department of History and Social
Studies Education at State University of New York, Buffalo State. He is the coeditor
of Herbert Marcuse: Heideggerian Marxism (2005) and Herbert Marcuse: A
Critical Reader (2004), and his articles and book reviews have appeared in Theory
and Society, Theory, Culture and Society, Radical Philosophy, and Constellations.
Professor Abromeit previously held a Harper-Schmidt postdoctoral position in the
social sciences in the University of Chicago Society of Fellows.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

Max Horkheimer and the Foundations
of the Frankfurt School

JOHN ABROMEIT
State University of New York, Buffalo State

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town,
Singapore, Sio Paulo, Delhi, Mexico City

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge cB2 8ru, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107660656

© John Abromeit 2011

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2011
First paperback edition 2013

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data
Abromeit, John, 1970—
Max Horkheimer and the foundations of the Frankfurt School / John Abromeit.
. om.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-107-00695-9 (hardback)
1. Horkheimer, Max, 1895-1973. 2. Frankfurt school of sociology.
3. Critical theory. 1. Title.

B3279.H84744825 2011
193—dc22 2010043680

ISBN 978-1-107-00695-9 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-107-66065-6 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in
this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,
or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School

John Abromeit
Frontmatter
More information
Contents
Acknowledgments page ix
A Note on References and Permissions xiii
Introduction 1
Why a New Study of Horkheimer and Early Critical Theory? 1
Horkheimer’s Eclipse in the Anglo-American Reception
of Critical Theory 5
The Relevance of Horkheimer’s Early Critical Theory
to Contemporary Discussions 10
Overview of the Book’s Structure and Content 15
1 Coming of Age in Wilhelmine Germany 19
Childhood and Youth 19
The War Years 27
Horkheimer’s Brief Stay in Bobhemia: Munich 1918-19 41
Between Contempt and Compassion: Horkheimer’s Early
Intellectual Development 46
2 Student Years in Frankfurt 5T
Biographical Developments in the 1920s ST
Horkheimer’s Academic Studies 65
The Theoretical Lessons Horkheimer Learned from
His Academic Studies 79
3 A Materialist Interpretation of the History of Modern Philosophy 85

Horkbeimer’s Break with Consciousness Philosophy
and His Turn toward History and Society

Horkheimer’s Materialist Interpretation of the History
of Modern Philosophy

The Early Modern Period
German Idealism

The Emancipation of Philosophy from Science: The
Development of Bourgeois Philosophy in the Late
Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries

85
90

92
ITT

124

© in this web

service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter
More information
vi Contents
4 The Beginnings of a Critical Theory of Contemporary Society 141
Neither “Free Floating™...: Horkheimer’s Critique of Karl
Mannbeim’s Sociology of Knowledge 143
...Nor “Firmly Rooted”: Horkbeimer’s Critique of Lenin’s
Materialism and Empiriocriticism 150
The Twilight of Bourgeois Society: Dammerung 156
The Place of Ddmmerung in Horkheimer’s Thought 156
Ddammerung as an Expression of Horkheimer’s
Nascent Critical Theory 160
Horkheimer’s (and Pollock’s) Understanding of the Soviet
Union in the Late 1920s 180

s Horkheimer’s Integration of Psychoanalysis into His

Theory of Contemporary Society 185
The Biographical and Historical Context 186
The Theoretical Place of Psychoanalysis in Horkbeimer’s
Thought in the Late 1920s 196
Horkheimer: From Gestalt Psychology to Psychoanalysis 196

Demystifying the Unconscious: Theodor Adorno’s

First Habilitationsschrift 197
The Beginnings of Fromm’s Analytic Social Psychology

and His Theoretical Elective Affinity with Horkheimer 201
The Empirical Study of German Workers in 1929 as the

First Attempt to Put Horkheimer’s Theory of

Contemporary Society into Practice 2171
6 Horkheimer’s Concept of Materialism in the Early 1930s 227
Horkbeimer’s Philosophical Determination of Materialism 227
Materialism and Metaphysics 227
Materialism and Morality 238
The Institute’s Research Project on the History of Materialism 243
7 The Anthropology of the Bourgeois Epoch 248
Methodological and Theoretical Underpinnings 249
“Egoism and Freedom Movements”: The Historical
Foundations of Bourgeois Anthropology 261
The Studies on Authority and Family and the Contemporary
State of Bourgeois Anthropology 282
8 Reflections on Dialectical Logic in the Mid-1930s 301
The Critique of Cartesian-Empirical Consciousness Philosophy 304
Science and Metaphysics: The Antinomies of Philosophy
in the Bourgeois Epoch 308
Hegel and the Beginnings of Dialectical Logic 312
Horkheimer’s Reformulation of Marx’s Critical Theory 321

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

Contents vii

Excursus I The Theoretical Foundations of Horkheimer’s
Split with Erich Fromm in the Late 1930s: Fromm’s
Critique of Freud’s Drive Theory 336

Excursus II Divergence, Estrangement, and Gradual
Rapprochement: The Evolution of Max Horkheimer

and Theodor Adorno’s Theoretical Relationship in the 1930s 349
Divergence and Estrangement 350
Rapprochement 361
Adorno’s Shift Away from Benjamin 362
Adorno’s “Renewed and Fruitful Study of Hegel” 374
Adorno’s Positive Reception of Horkheimer’s Essays
in the Mid-1930s 378
Persistent Differences between Horkheimer and Adorno 382

9 State Capitalism — The End of Horkheimer’s Early

Critical Theory 394
“Montaigne and the Function of Skepticism”: The Beginning

of the End of Horkheimer’s Early Critical Theory 396
The Transitional Period: “The Jews and Europe” and

“Authoritarian State” 402
“The End of Reason” as the End of Horkheimer’s

Early Critical Theory 410

Epilogue: Toward a Historicization of Dialectic of
Enlightenment and a Reconsideration of Horkheimer’s

Early Critical Theory 425
Selected Bibliography 433
Index 437

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments

This project has been a long time in the making and I have incurred many debts
along the way. I would like to thank first the organizations that have given me
financial assistance, especially the German Academic Exchange Service and the
Department of History at the University of California, Berkeley, which both
provided me with generous research and writing grants. I have benefited in
less tangible but certainly no less valuable ways from five different intellec-
tual communities in which I have had the privilege and pleasure to participate
since the early 1990s. I first encountered Critical Theory as an undergraduate
at Stanford University in the stimulating seminars of Russell Berman. Barry
Katz first made me aware of the Critical Theory archives in Frankfurt and
provided excellent guidance for my undergraduate honors thesis on Marcuse
and Heidegger. During my first extended stay in Frankfurt, from 1993 to 1995,
I encountered Critical Theory as a living tradition in the lectures of Jiirgen
Habermas and the seminars of Alfred Schmidt. I would like to thank Professor
Schmidt in particular for drawing my attention to the centrality of philosoph-
ical materialism to the Critical Theoretical tradition from Horkheimer’s early
essays to Adorno’s late magna opera. To my delight, I discovered that the trad-
ition of Critical Theory was also still very much alive outside the academy in
Frankfurt. T owe a particular debt to the members of the international political
quarterly PERSPEKTIVEN, whose impressive work in the mid-1990s dem-
onstrated that Critical Theory could still illuminate political conflicts around
the world and, in some cases, even suggest ways to productively intervene. I
would like to thank the cofounders of the newspaper, Michael Werz and Helga
Flores Trejo, as well as the other members of the editorial board — includ-
ing Bagher Afshani, Harry Bauer, Jochen Freyberg, Said Hosseini, Sven Jahn,
Thomas Kimmig, Heike Litzinger, Christian Meidert, Rafael Mrowczynski,
Jana Miiller-Gerber, Achim Seifert, and, most of all, Nenad Stefanov — not
just for all the engaging discussions, but also for making me feel so at home
in Frankfurt. T am also grateful to Stephan Bundschuh — whom I first met in
the Herbert Marcuse Archive in 1992 and whose high intellectual and political
standards have always impressed me — for his generosity and friendship over
the years. When I returned to Frankfurt in 1999, Matthias Lutz-Bachmann
and Axel Honneth kindly invited me to participate in their graduate philoso-
phy colloquia. T would like to thank both of them for this opportunity and
also for the helpful advice and support they gave me on my project. Detlev
Claussen provided me with many valuable insights into Critical Theory as

ix

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

X Acknowledgments

well as a much-appreciated opportunity to teach and participate in discus-
sions in the Sociology Department at the University of Hannover. I am grate-
ful to Helmut Reinicke and Annette Ohme for inviting me to present some
of my early research at the University of Flensburg and also for hosting a
workshop for our Frankfurt Marx reading group. Other friends and col-
leagues in Frankfurt who provided valuable intellectual and/or personal sup-
port include Odette Barbosa, Alex Demirovic, Thorsten Fath, Graeme Gilloch,,
Iris Harnischmacher, Katharina Hartmann, Peter-Erwin Jansen, Jaeho Kang,
Andreas Niederberger, Soraya Nour, José Manuel Romero, Olivier Voirol, and
Ersin Yildiz. Finally, I owe a special thanks to the successive directors of the
Max Horkheimer Archive in Frankfurt. Although Gunzelin Schmid Noerr was
just completing his tenure as director when I began working in the archive, my
research was facilitated greatly by the remarkable care and conscientiousness
with which he carried out his duties as the principal editor of the nineteen-vol-
ume Gesammelte Schriften edition of Horkheimer’s writings. I am, as all future
scholars of Horkheimer will be, in his debt for this exemplary work. The next
two directors of the Horkheimer Archive, Jochen Stollberg and Stefan Roeper,
both donated their time and expertise generously to me at various stages in
the project.

During my graduate studies at UC Berkeley I benefited greatly from the
lively intellectual life in the History Department and throughout the campus
as a whole. I owe a tremendous debt to my dissertation advisor, Martin Jay,
who has generously provided me with extremely valuable support and guid-
ance throughout the entire course of this project. It has been a true privil-
ege to work with the historian who has done more than anyone to introduce
and establish the tradition of Critical Theory in the English-speaking world. I
also thank Martin Jay for introducing me to Samir Gandesha in Berkeley in
1997. It didn’t take me long to realize that Samir is not just an outstanding
Adorno scholar, but also an accomplished practitioner of the difficult art of
negative dialectics. I have benefited immensely from his careful reading of and
astute comments on the manuscript from the earliest stages to the very end.
Other friends and colleagues in the Bay Area who provided me with valu-
able intellectual and/or personal support include Rakesh Bandari, Matt Erlin,
Tina Gerhardt, David Hollinger, Robert Holub, Donna Jones, Ben Lazier, Sam
Moyn, Donna Murch, Scott Murtishaw, Noah Shusterman, Ania Wertz, and,
of course, Randall Wright.

During my four years of postdoctoral work at the University of Chicago,
when I transformed my dissertation into a book, I was privileged to participate
in two different groups of impressive scholars: the Society of Fellows and the
Social Theory Workshop. I benefited greatly from my affiliation with both. I
owe a particular debt to Moishe Postone — in whose thought and writing the
best traditions of Critical Theory are alive and well — for his intellectual example
and his comments on the chapters I presented in the Social Theory workshop.
I would also like to thank William Sewell and Gary Herrigel for many stimu-
lating and challenging discussions. I owe much to Richard Westerman, whose
impressive knowledge of Kierkegaard, Husserl, and Lukacs was a great help
as we worked through Adorno’s early writings together. I would also like to

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments xi

thank the following friends and colleagues from Chicago: Janet Afary, Kevin
Anderson, Jason Dawsey, Parker Everett, Joe Feinberg, Deborah Gould, Chris
Hayden, David Ingram, Reha Kadakal, Loren Langman, Mark Loeffler, Pierre-
Francgois Noppen, Danny Postel, Andrew Sartori, and Joe Sexauer.

Since moving to Buffalo in January 2009, I have become part of another
lively intellectual community. I would like to thank my colleagues in the History
and Social Studies Education Department at SUNY, Buffalo State, for welcom-
ing me so warmly and for allowing me to delay my appointment one semester
in order to finish this book. I would like to extend a special thanks to the chair
of our department, David Carson, for his support, and also to my colleagues
Gary Marotta and York Norman, for their intellectual camaraderie. Georg
Iggers, professor emeritus of history at the University at Buffalo, has gener-
ously shared his knowledge and time with me. Becoming better acquainted
with him and his wife, Wilma Iggers, and learning more about their impressive
scholarly and political work as well as their remarkable lives has been a real
inspiration for me.

In addition to the aforementioned communities of scholars and intellectu-
als in which I have had the good fortune to participate, there are a number of
other individuals I would like to thank. Few people know the entire Frankfurt
School tradition as well as Marcos Nobre, and I have learned much from the
many conversations I have had with him over the past decade. I would like
to thank him and his colleagues, especially Ricardo Terra and José Rodrigo
Rodriguez, for introducing me to the remarkable group of scholars working
in S3o Paulo on the Frankfurt School and for giving me the opportunity to
present my work there on two separate occasions. I thank Mark Cobb for
inviting me to give a talk on Horkheimer at Pensacola State College and for
all the stimulating discussions we have had on Critical Theory, philosophy,
and progressive politics since we organized the Herbert Marcuse conference
together in 1998. Richard Wolin, whom I first met at the Berkeley Marcuse
conference, has read and provided helpful comments on several of the chapters.
I would like to thank him, Jerrold Siegel, and the other members of the New
York City—area intellectual historians group for giving me an opportunity to
present my work there. I am indebted to Thomas Wheatland for sharing his
insider’s knowledge of the academic publishing world and giving me valuable
advice about how to navigate within it. I have always looked forward to and
benefited from the discussions I have had over the past fifteen years with Lars
Rensmann, whose profound knowledge of the traurige Wissenschaft of Critical
Theory has, thankfully, not yet led him into the clutches of Pesprit de sérieux.
I am grateful to Stefano Giachetti for the invitation to present my work at one
of the remarkable conferences on Critical Theory he has organized in Rome
over the past decade. Others who have read and provided helpful comments
on various chapters include Vance Bell, Gad Horowitz, Paul Robinson, and
Joel Whitebook.

Finally, I would like to thank the individuals who have made the actual
production of this book possible. I am grateful in particular to my editor at
Cambridge University Press, Eric Crahan, and the head of the production
team at Newgen Publishing, Rajashri Ravindranathan, for their patience and

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

xii Acknowledgments

professionalism. I am also very grateful to David Ingram, John McCole, and
Kevin Anderson for their careful reading of the manuscript and the many help-
ful comments they provided.

I would like to dedicate this book with gratitude to the members of my
immediate family: my parents, Shannon and Duane Abromeit; my grand-
mother, Betty Abromeit; my sister, Erin Bass; and my partner, Deirdra Bishop.
Without their ongoing encouragement and support this project, and most of
the other good things in my life, would not have been possible.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

A Note on References and Permissions

Throughout the footnotes “GS” refers to the nineteen-volume Collected
Writings edition of Horkheimer’s works: Max Horkheimer, Gesammelte
Schriften, eds. Alfred Schmidt and Gunzelin Schmid Noerr (Frankfurt a.M.:
Fischer Verlag, 1985-1996).

“MHA” refers to the Max Horkheimer Archive in the Stadt- und
Universitatsbibliothek, J. W. Goethe University, Frankfurt a.M.

Unpublished manuscripts, letters, and photos from the Max Horkheimer
Archive have been used with permission of the Archive Center of the Stadt-
und Universititsbibliothek, Frankfurt a.M.

Unpublished manuscripts from the following sources have also been cited with
permission:

Germaine Krull Papers; used with permission from the Museum Folkwang,
Essen, Germany.

Theodor Adorno, “Kant’s Critique of Rational Psychology”; used with permis-
sion of Theodor Adorno Archive, Frankfurt a.M.

Felix Weil’s “Lebenserinnerungen”; used with permission from Institut fur
Stadtgeschichte Frankfurt a.M.

Max Horkheimer, “Bemerkung in Sachen der Habilitation Dr. Wiesengrund”;
used with permission of the Archiv des Dekanats der Philosophischen
Fakultit of the J. W. Goethe University.

xiii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-66065-6 - Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School
John Abromeit

Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107660656
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

