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The first issue of volume 6 of Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung (Journal for Social
Research), published in 1937, contains two papers which make for unusual
companions under any one cover. The Zeitschrift, of course, was no ordinary
journal, but the house journal of the Institut für Sozialforschung (Institute for
Social Research), published from 1932 to 1941 under the editorship of its second
director Max Horkheimer, exiled from Frankfurt in 1933, first to Geneva and then
from 1934 to New York.1 Several of Horkheimer’s own papers in this journal
have become founding documents of what has come to be called the Frankfurt
School or Critical Theory. Volume 6 is particularly decisive in the protracted
process of self-definition of this school. Issue no. 2 starts off with Horkheimer’s
‘Traditionelle Theorie und Kritische Theorie’ (Traditional Theory and Critical
Theory) and no. 3 concludes the volume with his and Herbert Marcuse’s
exchanges under the title ‘Philosophie und kritische Theory’ (Philosophy and
Critical Theory).2 With a literary eloquence rare in the profession, in these papers
Horkheimer assumed what he took to be the moral authority of idealist
philosophy for what he hoped was a new materialism in the making. Claiming to
represent the last defense of reason in a darkening age presupposes, of course,
that contemporary contenders for the title and task of successor to traditional
philosophy had been bested. To accomplish this task and set the scene
accordingly fell to the first issue of volume 6 which contained the two unusual
companion papers in an effort to force a significant confrontation.

The first of these papers was Horkheimer’s ‘The Latest Attack on Metaphysics’
(1937a), a savage critique of positivism in its then latest form. According to
standard history, this paper, along with ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’, marked
the beginning of the transition from the programme for interdisciplinary
empirical research that characterised the early work of the Institute to the central
themes of Critical Theory which promised a hitherto unavailable philosophical
comprehension of social totality that defined its second stage.3 The paper also
marked an important turning point in the history of the reception of the work of
the Vienna Circle, providing the starting point for the now familiar picture of the
logical empiricists, especially in left circles, as committed to a technocratic and
instrumentalist view of politics, unable to sustain any critical standpoint on
existing society.4 The second paper was by one of the main targets of
Horkheimer’s paper, Otto Neurath, and titled ‘Inventory of the Standard of
Living’ (1937a). This paper reformulated some of the central themes in Neurath’s
long-standing attack on the attempt to capture changes in welfare in purely
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monetary terms. Far from being the work of a politically conservative author, this
outwardly unassuming paper belonged to the politically radical tradition of the
left wing of the Vienna Circle (which included also Hans Hahn, Philipp Frank
and Rudolf Carnap) and was continuous with Neurath’s critique of capitalism
and his engagement in the socialisation debates that followed his own
involvement in the Bavarian revolution as director of its short-lived Central
Economic Office.5

Given that much of the subsequent history of logical positivism or logical
empiricism6 has been written through the lens of the Frankfurt School critique,
the co-presence of Horkheimer’s paper with that of a leading positivist may
appear surprising until the wider context is appreciated. But there is still more
that hides behind the surprise which in fact only highlights the caricatured
picture of the Vienna Circle that has subsequently become common. As we shall
show below, for all their early philosophical differences which were substantial,
there existed many actual and potential points of contact between the early
interdisciplinary materialism of the Frankfurt School and the radical physicalist
sociology of writers like Neurath.7 Indeed, that journal issue was preceded by a
number of meetings and some partial co-operation. However, this is not to say
there were no surprises in the co-presence of the two papers. For Neurath
himself, the strength, uncharitableness and polemical nature of Horkheimer’s
critique did come as a surprise: ‘At first the shock rendered me speechless’.8 In
fact, he had no idea that such a confrontation was planned but had hoped for a
further narrowing of their differences. In reply he wrote a deliberately
understated and remarkably unpolemical response for publication in the journal.
This response Horkheimer refused to publish and it has remained unpublished to
this day. Not surprisingly, further contact between the Frankfurt School and
members of the former Vienna Circle was minimal.

In this paper we will explore in more detail some of the central themes of the
early dialogue between logical empiricism and the Frankfurt School. Our pur-
pose is partly historical—to help set the record straight—but it is not primarily
so. For the historical detail about the episode we refer the reader to the outstand-
ing work of Hans-Joachim Dahms.9 Our purpose is rather to bring out some of
the themes of the episode that have continuing relevance to current debates in
Critical Theory and radical political thought. Our thesis is that Horkheimer’s
distorted lens on positivism was also a distorting lens on the earlier work of the
Frankfurt School which has had continuing relevance for the subsequent
development of his own version of Critical Theory. It contributed not only to
its own decline into political quietude, as an empirically engaged political
programme gave way to a disengaged philosophical reflection, but also to
failures in just the area that its relevance is seen to be greatest—in its critique of
the role of science and instrumental reason in politics. Somewhat paradoxically,
given the current images of the two movements, it is in the work of logical
empiricist Neurath that we find the better resources for understanding the
continuing conflicts around the role of science and expertise in modern politics
and for developing a critique of technocratic politics.
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1. The 1937 Confrontation in Context

These are the bare bones of the little known interaction between ‘the’ Frankfurt
School and ‘the’ Vienna Circle.10 Horkheimer first met Neurath, himself exiled to
The Hague, on a return trip to Europe in January 1936 when exploring the
possibilities for cooperation between the Institute and sympathetic research
groups that had remained in Europe. The beginning seemed promising:
Horkheimer offered some financial support for Neurath’s standard of living
research while Neurath set about familiarising Horkheimer with logical
empiricism, providing copies of relevant publications by himself and other
members of the Vienna Circle. On his next trip to New York in October and
November of 1936 Neurath visited Horkheimer’s Institute twice for discussions
in a small seminar on topics of philosophy of science, metaphysics and
dialectics.11 Following Horkheimer’s subsequent letter expressing a ‘desire to
continue to concern ourselves with logical empiricism’, Neurath expected further
collaboration.12 Members of the Institute knew differently: in letters to Theodor
W. Adorno, the political economist Henryk Grossman and the sinologist Karl
Wittvogel, Horkheimer made clear that his intention was the opposite, namely, to
learn of logical empiricism’s shortcomings first-hand so as to effect a more telling
critique.13 After further exchanges with Adorno about the matter Horkheimer
announced in February of 1937: ‘I have completed the work very quickly since
basically it does not merit spending too much time on it ’.14 Still in early June of
1937, meanwhile, Neurath was considering Horkheimer as an author for his
International Encyclopedia of Unified Science project.15 After the publication of
‘The Latest Attack’, in close proximity to the 3rd Conference of Unified Science in
Paris in July, another long-planned meeting took place between both parties with
Adorno in place of Horkheimer, of which contrasting reports were given
by the representatives of the Frankfurt Institute.16 Later that fall, Neurath
wrote his reply (‘only to those with whom one seeks no contact it is best not
respond’); submitted in December (‘as I discussed it with you and Pollock’),
further correspondence ensued with Horkheimer (‘I thank you for keeping [your
reply] so strictly objective’) who then, claiming misunderstandings on Neurath’s
part about what had been agreed, repeatedly declined publication on the
grounds that the Zeitschrift ‘is not intended to furnish a platform for opposing
views’.17

So much for the (ultimately abortive) interaction between the early Frankfurt
School and members of the Vienna Circle. Before turning to the substantive issues
between them, it is important to note that it found both parties in transition. To
start with, Horkheimer’s criticisms of Neurath and logical positivism in ‘The
Latest Attack’ need to be placed within the context of the development of
Horkheimer’s thought. But also Neurath and the Vienna Circle’s logical
positivism were undergoing changes; long perceived as a monolithic movement,
recent research has revealed deep disagreements between members of the Circle
and considerable discontinuities in the development of logical empiricism as
such.18 Some further brief remarks on each party are required.
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Even beginning only with Horkheimer’s accession to the directorship of the
Institute in 1931, the development of his thought is rather complex. It extends
from the early programme of interdisciplinary materialism through the phase of
the articulation of Critical Theory initiated in the 1937 papers, to the third phase
beginning around 1940 during which his trenchant criticism of instrumental
reason was developed in close cooperation with Adorno.19 That phase of extreme
socio-political and cultural pessimism which saw Nazism as a logical develop-
ment of capitalism and Auschwitz as the terminus of the Enlightenment ended
about 1950, after the completion of Horkheimer’s supervision of a once more
empirical, long-lasting study on social prejudice. Then Horkheimer, together with
Adorno and Friedrich Pollock, his life-long collaborator, returned to the
University of Frankfurt and reestablished the Institute in a re-normalised
academic landscape, while functioning, on an increasingly public stage in the
new Federal Republic of Germany, as a moral guardian of its fledgling democracy.
Perhaps unsurprisingly so in light of his new role, Horkheimer was determined to
keep a firm lid on the radical legacy of his earlier work and with, a few exceptions
until the mid-1960s, managed to do so. When that failed, he distanced himself
from it, very much in contrast to his earlier collaborator Marcuse. Clearly, ‘the’
Frankfurt School exhibits a fairly discontinuous development. The idea of Critical
Theory as such, with empirically informed radical philosophy as socially
transformative criticism at its core, is undoubtedly indebted to Horkheimer’s
earlier work but it is equally a more or less careful and selective construct by his
later students and academic successors and their students in turn.

The idea of a homogeneous Vienna Circle is also mistaken.20 Indebted to
Mach’s form of positivism mainly for his ‘historico-critical method’ of analysing
scientific concepts, the Vienna Circle emerged out of Moritz Schlick’s Thursday
seminars and entered its public phase with a series of significant publications
from the later 1920s onwards. Its members included, besides Schlick, young
logicians and philosophers of science like Rudolf Carnap as well as philosophi-
cally interested scientists like the mathematician Hans Hahn, the physicist
Philipp Frank and the economist and sociologist Neurath. In general oriented
towards natural and formal science, their work appeared strictly academic and
concerned with working out a tenable version of empiricism whose borrowings
from conventionalism were to help avoid both simplistic inductivism and
reductionism and whose logicization, as it were, was to account for the formal
sciences as Mill never could. Nonetheless, their active participation in the
Viennese adult education movement both inside and outside of the socialist party
reflected the wider concerns of all members of this group. Even before the
murder of Schlick in 1936, however, the Circle suffered dispersion in exile which
further exacerbated the differences that had emerged. Against Schlick’s seeming
return to epistemological foundationalism, Neurath argued for a thoroughgoing
fallibilism and against his sympathies for Wittgensteinian mysticism he upheld
the rejection of traditional philosophy that made the Circle’s manifesto of 1929 so
notorious.21 Against Carnap’s reduction of philosophy’s replacement to a ‘logic
of science’ characterized by strictly formal methods, Neurath argued for a more
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broadly conceived metatheory of science that included history and sociology of
science; indeed, unlike most of his colleagues, Neurath actively sought to correct
the Circle’s general neglect of social science by studies of its place and role in
unified science. With Neurath then, logical empiricism assumed a form clearly
distinctive from that which it was given by Schlick early on and from the strictly
formalist one which Carnap gave it and which became ever more dominant in
the movement.22 With its professionalisation in academic philosophy of science
especially in America after World War II, moreover, logical empiricism lost even
the mediate concern with the socio-political dimension of the Enlightenment
heritage which had been central to its founders in Vienna.23

Now virtually constitutive for Critical Theory is criticism of positivism in all
its guises (though careful distinctions have often been deemed unnecessary or
simply went unnoticed). Criticism of positivism is present in all four phases of
Horkheimer’s work and there are related common themes that run through
them. Thus the arguments in this 1937 papers continue themes of papers of the
earlier materialist phase like ‘Materialism and Metaphysics’, for example, around
the absence of the essence-appearance distinction in positivist thought and the
accusation that positivism precludes the possibility of theoretical reflection on the
special sciences and in particular the possibility of reflection on the social and
historical context of the sciences. (These criticisms in part turned on misconcep-
tions which Neurath sought to correct, as we shall see.) At the same time,
however, the anti-metaphysical and indeed anti-philosophical materialism of
Horkheimer’s early work and the political and ethical commitments with which
it was associated had a great deal in common with Neurath’s own position (also
discussed below). There even obtained agreement with regard to the provocative
ending of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. Where Horkheimer noted that ‘hypostatized
in such a way, there is no ‘‘mystical’’ and no ‘‘sense of life’’ ’ (1933a [1972, 42]),
there Neurath responded that ‘if one really wants to abstain fully from a
metaphysical mood, ‘‘we must pass over in silence’’, but not ‘‘about something’’ ’
(1932a [1983, 60]). Whether these striking agreements were noted is debatable.

Notably enough, however, Horkheimer himself had realised that ‘positivism’
was too coarse a charge when in 1928–29 he composed but did not publish a
critique of Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism, translated for the first time
into German in 1927, where he defended Mach against numerous charges, and
when in his inaugural address of 1931 he claimed to accept the new task ‘as a
philosopher in the sense of my teacher Hans Cornelius’, whose work too had
already been criticised by Lenin as positivistic.24 Moreover, Horkheimer’s own
understanding of the early interdisciplinary materialist programme has been
shown to be far less indebted to Lukacs’ Hegelian category of totality than was
long supposed (but which remains true for Marcuse) and he opposed his
separation of natural and social sciences, in general even toying with something
like an empiricist criterion of cognitive significance.25 However, in 1937 there are
clear shifts in Horkheimer’s relations to positivism which can be characterised in
terms of a growing distance. The first phase and to some extent still the second
phase of Horkheimer’s work were characterised by combining concrete social
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scientific work with philosophical criticism, a combination that largely
disappeared in the later work. Already by 1937, however, the dominant
orientation towards interdisciplinary research into the economical-political and
psychological-cultural determinants of late capitalism, which Horkheimer
announced in his inaugural address of 1931, was in the process of being replaced
by the growing demands of reflection and affirmation of the philosophical
motive that had guided the work so far but had remained largely unnamed: now
Critical Theory promised a comprehension of social totality utterly unattainable
by non-dialectical, ‘positivist’ reason. Perhaps not surprisingly, in 1937
Horkheimer no longer saw significant differences between the positivisms of
Comte, Mach and the Vienna Circle.

Set in this wider context, parts of Horkheimer’s criticism of logical empiricism
echo certain points that Neurath had been making against what was to emerge as
its mainstream orthodoxy, in particular the relative neglect of history and social
science. Meanwhile parts of Neurath’s reply to Horkheimer’s criticisms can be
seen to invoke those features of Horkheimer’s own early materialism which were
rejected in the later developments of Critical Theory, in particular by the re-
autonomization of philosophy and the increasingly radical criticism of science. In
his reply and on the basis of his own distinctive understanding of the logical
empiricist programme, Neurath in effect developed a response to the problems
which afflicted Horkheimer’s later work. The very radicalness of the Frankfurt
School critique of reason made it difficult to sustain without undermining itself.
It also left its proponents increasingly politically impotent. By contrast, Neurath’s
anti-technocratic politics retains a lasting theoretical and practical significance—
albeit one that has been obscured by the Frankfurt School critique.

2. Constants in Horkheimer’s Pre-1937 and 1937 Critiques of Positivism

We begin by noting elements in Horkheimer’s critiques of positivism that held
constant throughout his writings and consider whether Neurath possessed the
resources to answer the criticisms as inapplicable against his version of logical
empiricism.

2.1 Essences, Accidents and Appearances

Given the current fashion for anti-essentialism and the way that the term
‘essentialism’ has become something of an insult in current academic writing, it
might seem odd that it is positivism’s rejection of essentialism that formed one of
the central themes in Horkheimer’s criticism of positivism in the early materialist
phase and in 1937. However, Horkheimer in developing this criticism clearly
focussed on uses of the concept of essence that have been central to the Marxist
tradition of social theory.

The concept of ‘essence’ is used in three central ways within Marxism, all of
which pick up on traditional Aristotelian uses of the term. The first and most
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basic use marks the distinction between properties that are part of the very nature
of an object and those that are accidental: the aim of social theory is to uncover
the real nature of capitalist society and hence to show what properties are
necessary features which cannot be overcome without a radical social
transformation. The second use marks the distinction between appearances
and the real nature of the object: ideological forms of thought often have a real
basis in the ways that the superficial appearances of a social order differs from its
actual nature. The third use of essence describes the potentialities of an object
realised in its full development. This point is central to Aristotelian ethical theory
and runs though Marx’s theory of alienation: capitalist conditions frustrate the
development of human powers and potentialities, their species essence. All three
of these uses appear in criticisms of positivism within the Frankfurt School. The
third was particularly central for Marcuse (1936), but it is not a use of the term
which Neurath discussed at all. Moreover, while Neurath’s own account of
human welfare and wealth has strong affinities with an Aristotelian approach,
the theoretical basis of his ethical account is explicitly Epicurean. For
Horkheimer, by contrast, it was the first two uses that are central, in particular
the second, and Neurath responded to both of them.

In ‘Materialism and Metaphysics’ Horkheimer noted that positivism ‘is proud
of the fact that it is not concerned with the ‘‘nature’’ of things, but only with the
appearances’, citing Comte’s view that science is ‘limited to an analysis of
appearances with a view to discovering the real laws, that is the constant
relations of succession or likeness between themy’ (1933a [1972, 37]).
Horkheimer’s argument is that this leads to science being unable to take a
critical stand on superstition. In 1937 the point was given a more explicitly
political and ethical turn. If investigations stay at the level of appearances
they necessarily lose their critical force, since critical reflection often requires us
to go behind the appearances to the reality of a situation. To take Horkheimer’s
example, since the vivisector can change appearances of suffering by cutting
the vocal chords of animals so that they cannot express their pain, the empiricists’
refusal to go behind appearances would render them blind to what is taking
place (1937a [1972, 152]). Part of Horkheimer’s point in this criticism is the
traditional Marxist one—that the appearances of society often disguised
its real nature. Hence another of Horkheimer’s examples: we can all live in a
dystopia in which all are systematically unfree and deceived, and yet ‘the
impassive ‘‘fact-finding’’ mechanism of science’ that stays at the level of
appearances would not unearth it (ibid., 160–1). One needs to look behind
surface appearances and examine the real nature of a society, in order to sustain a
critical perspective.

What is to be made of this line of argument? The first thing to be granted is
that in his official philosophical pronouncements Neurath certainly appears to be
an anti-essentialist in the sense of the empiricist tradition. ‘It does not make sense
to speak of different ‘‘essences’’ that rest ‘‘behind’’ the events. What cannot be
expressed by the relations between elements cannot be expressed at all. There it is
meaningless to speak of the ‘‘essence of things’’ beyond their correlations’ (1932a
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[1983, 68]). Accordingly, there are regularities between observable events and
nothing more. However, the situation is more complicated, given Neurath’s more
detailed discussions in sociology. There Neurath used the language of modalities
that goes beyond what seemed allowed in the official theory, in particular in his
statement of some of the basic Marxian claims which he accepted. ‘It does not
make sense to ask how a capitalist society will work without economic crisis if
one has recognised that the crisis is its necessary result’ (1931a [1973, 388]).26 Of
course, this use of the terms does not appear at odds with an empiricist attitude if
the latter is broadly conceived and it is granted that the nature of things, their
powers and capacities are open to empirical investigations. Empiricism does not
force a particular view of science as being concerned only with correlations
between events.27

Interestingly in his reply to Horkheimer Neurath was more liberal than his
official pronouncements would suggest. He did not rule out the appearance and
essence distinction per se as part of scientific endeavour, as long as it is open to
empirical control: ‘‘‘essence’’ and ‘‘appearance’’ can also be defined empiristi-
cally’ (1937b, 16). And he rightly pointed out that the examples that Horkheimer
uses do not have the import he claims for them. Thus in the vivisection case there
clearly are empirically observable differences between an animal whose vocal
chords have been severed and those who have not: ‘Does Horkheimer think that
a sociologically and biologically trained and therefore immodest empiricist, who
in the case in hand is likely to be a bit suspicious, would be more hard put to
detect the surgical intervention than a critic trained in Horkheimer’s dialectics?’
(ibid., 22) It is only if one assumes an implausibly narrow view of what counts as
empirical observation that the objection has any plausibility.

What Neurath insisted on, however, is that as used in scientific work, the
distinction between the appearance and reality cannot be understood as a
distinction between what is empirically accessible and what is beyond empirical
access. This point is important since Horkheimer’s argument, and those of others
since, often conflate the distinction between superficial appearance and the actual
nature of something with the distinction between what is empirically accessible
and what is not. The two clearly are, and have to be, separate distinctions if
critical perspectives on existing society are to be defensible at all. Claims about
the actual nature of a social order as opposed to the appearances it generates
must themselves be open to empirical control. Indeed, the early stage of the
Frankfurt School’s work was itself marked by the attempt at a systematic
empirical investigation of what is often not immediately visible about existing
societies. And even though some empiricist slogans may superficially look at
odds with this (‘nothing is hidden’), they are consistent with it as long as the
critical claims are open to empirical control. Thus in his reply Neurath allowed
that once ‘liberated from the metaphors of traditional metaphysics’ (ibid., 14),
within the natural and social sciences, the differences are empirically marked. It
is only when a metaphysical distinction is at issue, for example between Platonic
essences and appearances, that we have to reject the modal language. Assertions
become metaphysical when they are treated as ‘isolated sentences’, that is, when
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they are treated as independent of their role in a set of empirically testable
statements.28

2.2 Theory, Reflection and the Special Sciences

A second theme that is common to Horkheimer’s early and later criticism is the
claim that positivism denies the possibility of reflection on the social and
historical context of science itself. Thus in ‘Materialism and Metaphysics’ he
alleged that positivism fails to acknowledge the ways in which knowledge is
dependent on social action and in consequence ‘positivism necessarily under-
stood science itself in an unhistorical way’ (1933a [1972, 36]). In the ‘Latest
Attack’ the claim that positivism is necessarily unreflective and ahistorical in its
account of the sciences is tied to a failure of positivism to provide a critical
perspective on modern society in general and the role of science and instrumental
reason in particular. Only through a social theory which places science in the
context of its history in the ‘life process of society’ can such a perspective be
sustained (1937a [1972, 159]). Positivism allows of no such critical stance. ‘No
criticism can be brought against a branch of technical science from outside; no
thought fitted out with the knowledge of a period and setting its course by
definite historical aims could have anything to say to the specialist’ (ibid., 145).
Lacking such a perspective, positivism is unable in particular to criticise the role
of science and instrumental reason in the support of existing social order: ‘In
view of the fact that the ruling economic powers use science as well as the whole
of society for their special ends, this ideology, this identification of thought with
the special sciences, must lead to the perpetuation of the status quo’ (ibid., 179).
As the criticism now standardly goes, in identifying knowledge with what can be
established by the special sciences, positivism is necessarily committed to a
conservative political practice. The role of reason in politics becomes a matter of
finding the means to the given ends of the existing social and political powers,
where those ends themselves are beyond the scrutiny of reason.

Much of Neurath’s response to Horkheimer is concerned with rejecting the
conception of positivism that underpins Horkheimer’s criticism. While Neurath
reasserted the claim that there is no philosophical position beyond the sciences to
which the sciences have to answer, the assertion that logical empiricism identifies
all rational inquiry with the special sciences was rejected:

Whatever is claimed with one scientific discipline can be criticised by a
more comprehensive scientific standpoint, without regard to any
divisions between the disciplines, but we know of no court of appeal beyond
the science that judges science and investigates its foundations.yHorkheimer
makes it sound as if the Unity of Science Movement assigns special
authority to isolated individual sciences. Its basic idea, however, is that
special importance is granted to the entirety of science and not to take too
seriously the often traditional division into single disciplines. (1937b, 10)
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Logical empiricism is compatible with reflection on the sciences of a naturalistic
kind, reflection that draws on the wider sciences, where science is being used in a
broad sense to include any systematic empirical inquiry, including everyday
empirical knowledge.29 In the work of Neurath the social and historical context of
the sciences and role of social factors in the acceptance of scientific belief did
form a central part of such reflection. Neurath’s naturalistic conception of
scientific self-reflection was one that is consistent with the possibility of a
strongly social determination of scientific belief and reflexivity about that fact.30

[A]nother question concerns the problem of how the total conditions of
an age are related to emergence of certain points of view, especially
between the social situation and the pursuit of science: this leads to the
‘sociology of science’ and the ‘history of science’ Historical changes do
not only alter that which we call ‘theoretical formulations’ or ‘construc-
tions’ but also the stock of protocol sentences. y In saying this we must
remember that ‘constructions’ and ‘raw materials’ cannot be sharply
separated. Some of our observations prove themselves to be very stable,
but in principle nothing is certain—everything is flux. It is plain that a
consistent thinker will seek to apply these considerations, which are
based on experience, to his own life and will ask himself how he would
act, how he would argue if he would be positioned differently. He will
realise that decisive changes in the pursuit of science are not only
determined by intensive reflexions of a generation of scholars, but also
what happens in social life generally, which the scholars are part of.
(ibid., 2)

This naturalistic reflexivity on science itself, rather than ruling out external, i.e.
non-immanent reflection of the special sciences, formed the background of
Neurath’s own scientifically informed scepticism about the claims made from the
special sciences, especially when applied in political decisions. Far from
informing a technocratic politics, it formed part of the grounds of Neurath’s
criticism of a technocratic politics, to which we return below. Given this
naturalistic conception of reflection on the sciences, what Neurath objected to in
Horkheimer’s critique is his return to ‘certain ideas of German idealism’ (ibid., 4),
which assume a philosophical standpoint outside of the sciences from which
criticism can proceed. Neurath rejected the claim that ‘there exists a method outside
of science which, basing itself on everything that can be stated scientifically, can criticise
science, especially by characterising their historical situation in a fashion that is alien to
the sciences’ (ibid.).31

Like Horkheimer in his introduction to vol.6 no. 1 of his Zeitschrift—where he
distinguished between the positivists’ philosophy and their scientific achieve-
ments (1937d, 2)—Neurath distinguished between Horkheimer’s reports of the
empirical work of the Frankfurt School, in particular his introduction to Authority
and the Familywhich employs a language which is ‘amenable to empirical control’
(1937b, 14), and his philosophy which represents a retreat into idealist
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metaphysics of ‘Hegel, Kant, the neo-Kantians and Husserl’ (ibid.). The problem
with the latter is that the criteria for deciding the correctness or otherwise of
statements become obscured. ‘Horkheimer assumes a vantage point ‘‘outside’’ of
science (which works only with ‘‘Verstand’’) in order to be able to analyse the
entire practice of science by means of ‘‘Vernunft’’ and to show in a ‘‘proper’’, non-
scientific fashion all that lies behind it’ (ibid., 12).

2.3 Materialism Without Metaphysics

Neurath’s criticism unintentionally picks up on one of the central shifts in
Horkheimer’s own position, both in his account of the relation of philosophy and
the sciences, and of the ethical and political position to which it is related. The
materialism of Horkheimer’s earlier work has some surprising affinities to the
form of empiricism defended by Neurath, just as Neurath’s Marxism had meant
that his account of physicalism was much more sympathetic to materialism than
others in the Vienna Circle.32 Indeed both Neurath’s and the early Horkheimer’s
work were concerned to develop a programme that might be characterised as
materialism without metaphysics.

Neurath’s so-called physicalism, amongst other things, represents the attempt
to sustain a materialist attitude without a commitment to metaphysics: ‘As the
name ‘‘materialism’’ is mostly understood to mean the accidental form of thought
which developed in the 19th century, burdened with metaphysical and confused
expressions, it is less ambiguous to speak of physicalism and the ‘‘materialist
foundation’’ ’ (1931a [1973, 359]). De-metaphysicalised, materialism becomes the
tenet of physicalism, that all the statements in science can be controlled, however
indirectly, by sentences that refer to spatio-temporal particulars. This physicalism
Neurath extended to the social sciences—‘Sociology deals with human
behaviour, i.e. with spatio-temporal events’ (ibid.)—where it was to function
like the materialism of The German Ideology.33 In the materialist conception of
history, Neurath noted, it is possible ‘in principle to transform everything [y]
into a physicalist language, that is to say into the language of ‘‘sociology on a
materialist foundation’’ ’(ibid., 358).34

Horkheimer similarly attempted to develop a version of materialism that does
not reduce it to a metaphysical doctrine, in particular any doctrine about mind
and matter (1933a [1972, 14]). ‘Any treatment of materialism is misguided [y]
which is interested in metaphysical questions’; metaphysical claims that attempt
to ‘embrace all reality are always questionable’ (ibid., 20–1). Social theory is
ultimately always concerned with particular events and circumstances. As for
Neurath, for Horkheimer too it was idealism that formed the central object of
criticism: ‘the struggle between materialism and metaphysics is above all a
conflict between materialism and idealism’ (ibid.). In its various forms the
idealist philosophy ‘always has the function of clothing human, historical,
particular purposes with the appearance of eternity and relating them to a reality
that is not subject to historical change and is therefore unconditioned’ (ibid.).
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For both the early Horkheimer and for Neurath, while materialism did not
entail any ethical position, this materialist attitude was associated with a
particular set of political and ethical concerns reflecting their shared Marxist
assumptions. Both held that a rejection of metaphysics had ethical implications in
so far as it ruled out any appeal to abstractions that were separate from the
particular lives of particular human beings. As Neurath put it, it involved a
commitment to a politics on ‘the earthly plane’.35 ‘The cultivation of scientific,
unmetaphysical thought, its application above all to social occurrences, is quite
Marxist. Religious men and nationalists appeal to some feeling, they fight for
entities that lie beyond mankind. To them the state is something ‘‘higher’’,
something ‘‘holy’’. Whereas for Marxists everything lies on the same earthly
plane’ (1928 [1973, 295]). The point underpins Neurath’s understanding of
Marxism as a form of social Epicureanism, concerned with the social conditions
for particular human happiness: ‘happiness, friendship, life as it is really lived on
earth, these our concern; speculation concerns us only so far as it helps shape life
and to make it happy’ (ibid., 288).

Similar themes are echoed in the early materialist work of Horkheimer.
Materialism ‘opposes every attempt to play down the importance of insight into
the earthly order of things by turning man’s attention to a supposedly more
essential order’ (1933a [1972, 26]). The materialist is concerned with the particular
circumstances and sufferings of individuals, to understand their relation to a
particular social order and hence to explain and overcome them. The agreement
with Neurath even extended to the rejection of a ‘metaphysically grounded
morality’.36 In his early work Horkheimer rejected any appeal to a moral order to
justify action:

[T]he materialist tries to replace the justification of action with an
explanation of it through an historical understanding of the agent. He
regards the justification as an illusion. Most men down to the present day
feel a very strong need for such a justification; in important decisions
they are not content to rely on their feelings of indignation, compassion,
love, solidarity and so on, but must relate their feelings to an absolute
world-order by calling them moral. (ibid., 23)

In contrast to this materialist attitude, faced with ‘the deprivations and
humiliations’ experienced by people in the ‘earthly order of things’, the idealist
appeals to the hope of a ‘transcendent order of reality’ (ibid.) in which suffering is
redeemed. In the work of Hegel this is expressed in a ‘transfiguration of reality’
in which ‘true human essence does not exist in the mere inferiority and the actual
fate of finite individuals, but is instead carried out in the life of nations and
realized in the State’ (1931 [1993, 4]). That same impulse runs through the idealist
currents of the early 20th century.

The newer philosophical attempts to ground moral and legal philosophy
anew, against positivism, are almost entirely at one in the effort to
demonstrate—above the level of actual empirical events—the existence
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of a higher autonomous realm of being, or at least a realm of value or
normativity in which transitory human beings have a share, but which is
itself not reducible to mundane events [y] All these contemporary
versions of social philosophy seem to share the effort to provide insight
into a supraindividual sphere which is more essential, more meaningful,
and more substantial than their own existence. They measure up well to
the task of transfiguration laid out by Hegel. (ibid., 6)

Horkheimer here granted a partial overlap with positivism in their common
opposition to the use of metaphysics to reconcile individuals to their fate in
existing social orders. The point is indeed still granted even in ‘Traditional and
Critical Theory’: ‘In the determination to look at facts alone and to surrender
every kind of illusion there still lurks, even today, something like a reaction
against the alliance of metaphysics and oppression’ (1937b [1972, 232]).

3. The Radicalisation of Horkheimer’s Critique of Positivism

Historians of the Frankfurt School have long noted that Horkheimer’s early
materialism involved a commitment to an account of the relation of science and
philosophy that refused to draw a strong distinction between them and comes
remarkably close to what could be called a ‘positivist’ attitude.37 It is on this point
that a most marked change of position is detectable in Horkheimer and it is this,
we submit, that precipitated the break with any form of positivism, including
Neurath’s own heterodox version of logical empiricism (even if its distance from
the mainstream had been appreciated).

3.1 Philosophy and its Relation to the Sciences

Still in the early 1930s Horkheimer wrote:

Materialism requires the unification of philosophy and science. Of course
it recognizes that work techniques differ in the more general pursuits of
philosophy and the more limited tasks of science, just as it recognizes
distinctions of method in research and the presentation of research. But it
does not recognize any difference between science and philosophy as
such. (1933a [1972, 34])

Early in his interdisciplinary phase then, Horkheimer rejected the view of
philosophy as a discipline autonomous from ‘the specialized sciences’. Precisely
this, of course, was the point of Neurath’s claim that ‘there is no ‘‘philosophy’’
with its own special statements’ (1931c [1983, 52]). In his inaugural address
Horkheimer put it thus:

The relation between philosophical and corresponding specialised
scientific disciplines cannot be conceived as though philosophy deals

Horkheimer and Neurath 87

r Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2004



with the really decisive problems—in the process constructing theories
beyond the reach of the empirical sciences, its own concepts of reality,
and systems comprehending the totality—while on the other side
empirical research carries out its long, boring, individual studies that
split into a thousand partial questions, culminating in a chaos of
countless enclaves of specialists. (1931 [1993, 9])

Horkheimer’s early account of the possibility of critical reflection on the special
sciences—rather like Neurath’s own response to Horkheimer’s later position—
calls upon the possibility of historical and sociological understanding of the
sciences. In response to Scheler’s criticisms of the materialist demand that
philosophy and science be unified, Horkheimer offered the following remark:

The real meaning [of the materialist demand] is the exact opposite of any
attempt to absolutize particular scientific doctrines. It requires instead
that every piece of knowledge be regarded, not of course as a purely
arbitrary creation, but as a representation by particular men in a
particular society, context and moment of time [y] (1933a [1972, 35])

The conception of matter that materialism assumes is that of the natural sciences,
but where that is recognised as conditional, not only on the internal
developments of science, but also the particular social origins of scientific
activity. It is this conception of the sciences that Horkheimer takes to distinguish
materialism from positivism and empiricism—mistakenly as Neurath points out.
For Horkheimer, the difficulties in empiricism are taken to lie in its unhistorical
account of the sciences, in its sharing with idealism the presupposition of ‘a
subject who is independent of time’ (ibid., 37). But for Neurath too, ‘unified
science’ always ‘is characteristic of a definite period’ (1932a [1983, 61]).

Yet while both Horkheimer and Neurath aimed to undermine the metaphy-
sical distinction between philosophy and the sciences, the senses in which they
aimed to unify philosophy and the sciences pointed in different directions. For
Horkheimer, the role of philosophy ‘as a theoretical undertaking orientated to the
general’ (1931 [1993, 9]) was to provide a theoretical unification for the special
sciences. Philosophy integrated the sciences by posing the questions to be
addressed by empirical work and organising the material at a theoretical level, as
in the interdisciplinary programme of the Institute from 1931 to 1937. It was
comprised of ‘investigations stimulated by contemporary philosophical problems
in which philosophers, sociologists, economists, historians, and psychologists are
brought together in permanent collaboration to undertake in common that which
can be carried out individually in the laboratory in other fields’ (ibid., 10).
Precisely what type of larger concern drove philosophy was left open so far.
Given that in the organisation of the interdisciplinary work of the Institute
Horkheimer followed Grünberg’s model of the ‘dictatorship of the director’
(ibid., 11), any change in his metaphilosophical views was bound to have far-
reaching consequences. By contrast, in the hands of Neurath the project of unified
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science encouraged a plurality of approaches even to the ongoing project of
extending the interconnections between the scientific disciplines as well as create
new ones where the conceptual space for them opens up. It is unclear, moreover,
what room is left for a specifically philosophical concern over and above the self-
clarification of science. ‘Some people [y] still wish to separate the discussions of
the conceptual foundations of the sciences from the body of scientific work and
allow this to continue as ‘‘philosophising’’. Closer reflexions show that this is not
feasible and that the definition of concepts is part and parcel of the work of
unified science’ (1931c [1983, 52]).

As it happens, it was in part this account of the guiding role of philosophy as
offering theoretical organisation to the more detailed specialised sciences that
framed Horkheimer’s account of the positivists. Positivism was presented as the
pursuit of specialised sciences without any such theoretical integration: ‘In its
acknowledgement of the decisive significance of theory, materialism is to be
distinguished from present day positivism, though not from concrete research,
which often comes to the same findings as materialism itself’ (1933b [1993, 47]).
This account also defined the relationship of the early Frankfurt School to those
they considered positivists—cooperation on concrete research in which ‘valuable
work’ was acknowledged (including Neurath’s work on the standard of living)
coupled with sharp criticism of what was seen as their atheoretical conception of
the relation of philosophy and the special sciences. ‘The Latest Attack’ makes
clear that Horkheimer did not understand (never mind appreciate) that the
logical empiricists’ conception of unified science could, and that Neurath’s
conception of it definitely did, contain within itself the metatheory of science in
the form of the logic and the pragmatics of science.

3.2 The Shift

As an account of the actual practice of Neurath and the left Vienna Circle
Horkheimer’s account of positivism was something of a caricature. It rendered
invisible the types of naturalistic self-reflection on the sciences that were central
to Neurath’s own account of unified science and to which he also appealed in his
unpublished reply. By 1937, however, the criticism of positivism became still
more radical in part as Horkheimer distanced himself from some of his own
earlier materialist position. One of the central shifts in Horkheimer’s later criti-
cisms of positivism from then onwards lies in the growing appeal to philosophy
as a critical resource that was utterly autonomous from the special sciences and,
correspondingly, an increasingly depreciatory attitude to the sciences themselves.
The ever stronger distinction between science and philosophy and increasing
appeal to the inheritance of German philosophical idealism are characteristic
indicators of the transformation of Horkheimer’s programme from the early
interdisciplinary materialism to the later critique of instrumental reason.

The shift was not yet fully explicit in ‘Latest Attack’ and ‘Traditional and
Critical Theory’, which retained something of Horkheimer’s earlier view of social
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theory involving a sociological reflection on the social context of the sciences. The
shift is marked most clearly and explicitly in the ‘Postscript’ to ‘Traditional and
Critical Theory’ which responds to Marcuse’s ‘Philosophy and Critical Theory’.
There Marcuse had explicitly rejected the claim that science could serve as a
conceptual model for Critical Theory (1937 [1968, 146]). In Horkheimer’s
‘Postscript’ critical theory is represented as ‘the heir not only of German idealism
but of philosophy as such’ (1937c [1972, 245]). Philosophy becomes a resource
that has to be distanced from science, since it is not just the social context in
which science operates that is now taken as the central critical concern, but the
nature and telos of science itself. Virtually inverting the view which animated the
early materialist work, philosophy wholly separate from the sciences becomes
the central source of Critical Theory. This shift becomes still more pronounced in
the third phase of the Frankfurt School’s work in which the earlier
interdisciplinary programme is altogether abandoned. Thus in the Dialectic of
Enlightenment Horkheimer and Adorno wrote:

Even though we had known for many years that the great discoveries of
applied science are paid for with an increasing diminution of theoretical
awareness, we still thought that in regard to scientific activity our
contribution could be restricted to the criticism or extension of specialist
axiomsyHowever, the fragments united in this volume show that we
were forced to abandon this conviction y [I]n the present collapse of
bourgeois civilization not only the pursuit but the meaning of science has
become problematic y (1947 [1972, xi])

Given the ‘indefatigable self-destructiveness of enlightenment’, philosophical
reflection has to forgo ‘the affirmative use of scientific and everyday conceptual
languages’ (ibid., xii). In Horkheimer’s Eclipse of Reason, one of the central
criticisms made of positivism was precisely its denial of ‘autonomous reason’
(1947 [1974, 73]).

What was apparent already in the first two essays of 1937, which laid the
ground for this shift in the attitude to the sciences, was the form that sociological
reflection on the sciences took. During the second phase of Horkheimer’s work
such reflection increasingly focussed on the role of science in the productive
processes of industrial capitalist societies and on the ideological role of
philosophies of science. Science was viewed as a form of knowledge that was
constituted by an interest in the manipulation of its object for productive ends.

What scientists in various fields regard as the essences of theory thus
corresponds, in act, to the immediate tasks they set for themselves. The
manipulation of physical nature and of specific economic and social
mechanisms demand alike the amassing of a body of knowledge such as
is supplied by an ordered set of hypotheses. The technological advances
of the bourgeois period are inseparably linked to this function of the
pursuit of science. (1937b [1972, 194])
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One of the marks of ‘traditional’ as opposed to ‘critical’ theory, was taken to the
lack of self-consciousness of this fact. Thus traditional theory takes the particular
form of scientific knowledge as given: ‘the real social function of science is not
made manifest’ (ibid., 197). Unconsciously, the scientist renders invisible his or
her own role in reproducing existing society, thereby ensuring ‘the conservation
and continuous renewal of the existing state of affairs’ (ibid., 196). One particular
scientific conception of theory is treated in an unhistorical way and so assumes ‘a
reified, ideological character’ (ibid., 194). Positivism on this account is but a
particular expression of a conservative ideology. This and the claim that science is
committed by its very nature to a purely instrumental understanding of its object
became central not only for the later work of the exiled Frankfurt School but also
served to bestow a distinctive identity for the post-war members of the Frankfurt
Institute for Social Research.

4. Restarting the Disrupted Debate

Neurath’s reply to Horkheimer’s 1937 critique, in insisting on a naturalistic
reflection of science on itself, involved a restatement of some of the themes in the
earlier materialist phase of Horkheimer’s thought against the later shifts in his
thought to a Critical Theory indebted more to the idealist heritage. In doing so
Neurath brought to the fore a problem in Horkheimer’s later thought which
became increasingly central to Dialectic of the Enlightenment and Eclipse of Reason.
In the remainder of this paper we shall develop this critical point—and disregard
Horkheimer’s distortion of logical empiricist doctrine. What must be noted,
however, is that the all-important concept of enlightenment thought turned-
reflexive-and-self-critical is by no means one that was exclusive to Horkheimer
and Adorno but one shared with Neurath and fellow Viennese veterans of the
Circle around Schlick among whom it had long been current.

Already in 1917, Philipp Frank, later a prominent member of the Vienna Circle
and then a former member of a pre-war post-doctoral discussion group with
Neurath and Hans Hahn, had developed the concept of reflexive enlightenment
thought. Placing Mach in the tradition of the enlightenment, he designated as its
‘essential characteristic’ its ‘protest against the misuse of merely auxiliary
concepts in general philosophical proofs’ (1917 [1949, 73]). Frank noted that
enlightenment critique ‘destroys the old system of concepts, but while it is
constructing a new system, it is already laying the foundation for new misuse.
For there is no theory without auxiliary concepts, and every such concept is nece-
ssarily misused in the course of time’ (ibid., 78). ‘Hence’, he concluded, ‘in every
period a new enlightenment is required in order to abolish this misuse’ (ibid., 73).
This reflexive, decidedly non-naive conception of enlightenment was shared by
the members of the left wing of the Vienna Circle. Neurath’s rejection of ‘pseudo-
rationalism’ ever since 1913 stressed the need for the periodic reassessment of
past enlightenment achievements. A casual but telling remark made nearly thirty
years later is even more explicit in recognising the required reflexivity: ‘What
comes from an ‘‘experiment’’ with a modified scientific language will be analysed
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by a man who is modified by this ‘‘experiment’’, which is more than an
experiment: it performs a kind of self-education’ (1941 [1983, 216]).38

4.1 A Counter-Critique

The central question that Neurath raised for Horkheimer’s position in its shift
from an empirically grounded reflection on the social context of the sciences
which is central to the early work, concerns the criterion for determining the
acceptability or rejection of competing claims about science and about the social
world in which science develops. As Horkheimer noted in his reply to Neurath,
‘The weakest point of my piece was pointed out by you, naturally, on page 13 of
your reply. ‘‘Horkheimer nowhere indicates by means of which control one can
determine when a point of view is ‘correct’ and when it is ‘incorrect’ ’’.39

Horkheimer responded by questioning the vagueness of the criteria of empirical
control that the logical empiricists offered. However, whatever the power of that
counter-criticism, Horkheimer left unanswered Neurath’s central objection to his
position. Given Horkheimer’s prior rejection of the idealist philosophical
inheritance, it is unclear on what basis, on his own terms, he takes himself to
be developing his non-naturalistic account of a philosophy that is autonomous
from the sciences. To what criteria of reason could it appeal?

The problem became increasingly apparent as Horkheimer’s criticisms of the
concept of reason that informed the Enlightenment project became more radical.
Thus in Eclipse of Reason, reason as such is taken to be based in an interest in the
domination of nature: ‘The disease of reason is that reason was born from man’s
urge to dominate nature, and the ‘‘recovery’’ depends on insight into the nature
of the original idea, not on a cure of the latest symptoms’ (1947 [1974, 176]).
However, in developing his critique of reason, Horkheimer does not want to
reject the norms of reason as such. The critique is a ‘self-critique’: ‘in such self-
critique, reason will at the same time remain faithful to itself’ (ibid., 177). This
self-critique of reason is what survives of the enlightenment project: ‘If by
enlightenment and intellectual progress we mean the freeing of man from
superstitious belief in evil forces, in demons and fairies, in blind fate—in short,
the emancipation from fear—then denunciation of what is currently called reason
is the greatest service reason can render’ (ibid., 187).

Strong stuff—but how can Horkheimer sustain such a radical self-critique of
reason without undermining the grounds of the critique? As Habermas put it,
‘the radical critique of reason proceeds self-referentially; critique cannot
simultaneously be radical and leave its own criteria untouched’ (1986 [1993,
57]). Horkheimer rejected any turn to irrationalism and held on to the critical role
of reason—but without offering a defensible account of how it survives its own
self-criticism. The problem runs through his later writing and is one that was
never adequately resolved. The radical self-critique of reason also left the critical
project of the Frankfurt School self-consciously impotent. As all uses of language
tend to become instrumental, the function of philosophy has to be divorced from
action: ‘This age needs no added stimulus to action. Philosophy must not be
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turned into propaganda, even for the best possible purpose.y Philosophy issues
no commands’ (1947 [1974, 184]). The claim that philosophy should not be
reduced to propaganda is pretty uncontroversial; however, during the critique of
instrumental reason period, Horkheimer took this banality to extremes. He
rejected any form of practical utility for thought and removed philosophy from
the practical sphere entirely. Philosophy became the activity of escaping the
instrumental use of language, of affirming beyond such instrumental distortions
what it is to speak rightly: ‘Philosophy is the conscious effort to knot all our
knowledge and insight into a linguistic structure in which things are called by
their right names’ (ibid., 179). Philosophy serves as ‘mankind’s memory and
conscience’ (ibid., 186)—philosophy has become eschatology.

The politically engaged materialism of the early Horkheimer, with its concern
to abolish the particular conditions giving rise to the particular suffering of
particular people, gives way to a philosophy that aims at a critique of reason
which, for all its radical rhetoric, self-consciously abstains from promoting any
programme of actual social change: the point rather becomes that of calling
things by their proper names. What is offered is a purely metaphysical politics.
Now at moments of historical extremity, such a turn towards abstract truth is all
too understandable—but is it adequate to the demands at hand? The philoso-
phical reconstruction of history offered in Dialectic of Enlightenment is too pessi-
mistic to count as a version of the idealist transfiguration of individual suffering
that Horkheimer criticised in his early writings, for it abjures the belief that any inter-
vention could make a difference. The radical denunciation of reason by reason
issues in the conservative political quietism of Horkheimer’s post-war work.

The radical critique of reason also left a problematic legacy for the Frankfurt
School just where it is most influential—in their critique of science. Part of the
problem in the identification of science with instrumental reason here lies in the
lack of clarity in what overcoming instrumental reason is taken to involve. The
problems are clearly apparent for example in Marcuse’s influential account of
science as ideology. Marcuse repeats the strong claim about the relation of science
and the domination of nature: ‘science, by virtue of its own method and concepts,
has projected and promoted a universe in which the domination of nature has
remained linked to the domination of man’ (1968a, 135). But Marcuse, unlike
Horkheimer and Adorno, did not give up on the idea of radical social change.
However, given this view of natural science as committed necessarily to a view of
nature as ‘potential instrumentality, stuff of control and organization’ (ibid., 126),
and given the view that this leads to an objectionable domination of both nature
and man, what are we left with when it comes to science? The claim that the end
of domination requires a new science grounded in a different interest, and with a
different view of nature, not as an object to be manipulated but as ‘a totality of life
to be protected and cultivated’ (1972, 61). This change in the interests of science
would carry with it changes in its content: ‘Its hypotheses, without losing their
rational character, would develop in an essentially different experimental context
(that of a pacified world); consequently, science would arrive at essentially diff-
erent concepts of nature and establish essentially different facts’ (1968a, 136).
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Marcuse’s idea is unashamedly utopian but grossly implausible. What the ‘rational
character’ of the new science would look like, what its criteria of theory choice
would be, what would characterize the new types of concepts, are all left opaque.

Clearly, since it is the critique of its alleged scientism—the uncritical
acceptance of purportedly purely scientific reason—that lies at the centre of
Horkheimer’s attack on positivism (and of its continuing influence), the difficulty
of rendering his and related newly invoked conceptions of non-instrumental
reason and language operational such that intersubjectively intelligible and
workable criteria of its proper use can be provided is acute. But this difficulty
also furnishes an appropriate point of contact for restarting the disrupted debate
between Vienna and Frankfurt.

4.2 A Problem from Habermas

A very similar difficulty is also apparent, albeit in a very different way, in the
work of Habermas. Habermas, while accepting the claim that scientific knowl-
edge is constituted by an interest in technical control, rejects the idea that this
limitation can be overcome: ‘The idea of a New Science will not stand up to
logical scrutinyy’ (1968 [1970, 88]). Habermas restates the problem as one of the
colonisation of the life-world by instrumental reason. Scientific reason has its
proper place in sphere of instrumental action: the problems arise when it leaves
its proper domain. Of course, Habermas also offers, through his account of
communicative rationality, what Horkheimer never managed to offer: an account
of what the criteria of rationality are outside the sphere of the natural sciences.
Habermas’ account of communicative rationality has its roots in Kant’s defence
of the public use of reason as a condition of enlightenment: dialogue is rational to
the extent that it is free from the exercise of power and strategic action and
participants are equal in their communicative capacities to state and evaluate
arguments, such that the judgements of participants converge only under the
authority of the good argument—‘no force except that of the better argument is
exercised’ (1973 [1976, 108]). Clearly, the Habermasian project avoids some of the
internal difficulties of Horkheimer’s position. However, it has its own problems
in offering an account of the role of science and scientific expertise in public
deliberation. Indeed those problems are visible, somewhat paradoxically, in the
influence Habermas’s theory has had in public policy.

In Habermas’s account what remains of the Frankfurt critique of science and
instrumental reason is a claim about their extension beyond their proper domain.
Technocratic politics, the scientisation of politics and public opinion, involves the
elimination of the practical sphere of public debate about norms. It involves the
reduction of political issues to matters of technical reason.40 Now while there
may be considerable power to this claim, it leaves problems about scepticism and
trust in the claims of scientific expertise itself untouched. Habermas’s position
fails to properly formulate one of the central democratic problems of science in
modern public policy. This is the problem that, at one and the same time, citizens

94 John O’Neill and Thomas Uebel

r Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2004



have to rely on scientific knowledge and yet have good reasons for maintaining
some scepticism about its claims. In particular, the assumptions of epistemic
equality that are built into Habermas’ account of communicative rationality
render it ill-equipped to address the problems of ineliminable epistemic
inequality in public life and the problems that this raises for democratic politics.41

Public decisions in the modern world rely on claims by experts the grounds
for which are opaque to direct inspection by the citizen and indeed by other
scientists. Nor is this opacity eliminable. The capacity to make and evaluate
particular claims in the special sciences relies on a background of training within
particular scientific practices. It relies on particular competences and know-how
not all of which is open to explicit articulation. Both citizen and scientist in most
matters rely on the competences of others which they lack. Habermas’s
assumption of equality of competence that is built into the model of
communicative rationality fails to acknowledge the existence of epistemic
inequality even in the ideal conditions of his non-coercive speech community.
(Of course, Habermas is by no means the only philosopher to run into such
problems: under the guise of the problem of testimony, similar pressures are now
felt in analytical epistemology.)42

While the assumption of epistemic equality may have power in the moral
domain, it is implausible in that of the sciences. As a result Habermas’ account is
forced to gloss over some of the real difficulties about the role of science in
modern public life, in particular that of simultaneous reliance on expertise
coupled with proper scepticism about its claims. This failure borders on the
paradoxical in that the application of Habermasian account of communicative
rationality are often in just those areas where this problem is most acute. The
Habermasian model of communicative rationality has had particular influence in
the recent revival of the theory of deliberative democracy and the practice which
it informs. However, experiments in deliberative democracy inspired by it
highlight a problem in the model’s account of the role of science in public life.
Many of the experiments in various new deliberative institutions such as citizens’
juries and citizens’ panels have had their application in areas of public policy
which involve scientific expertise which is the subject of internal and external
controversy. Indeed what is taken to be a problem of a decline in public trust in
scientific expertise forms the starting point of many practical applications of
deliberative institutions, particularly those applied to risk.43 As a result, just
where many of the main practical realisations of deliberation informed by his
theory take place, Habermas’s own theory is silent. Yet it is just in this context
that the official opponent of the Frankfurt School, Neurath, speaks most clearly.

4.3 Neurath and the Case Against Technocratic Politics

One of the myths about the Vienna Circle that owes much to both the Frankfurt
School on the one hand and Hayek and Popper on the other is that any form of
politics that it could possibly have supported was committed to a technocratic
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view. By contrast, the work of Neurath is explicit in its criticism of a technocratic
politics. Thus he opposed ‘what is called the ‘‘technocratic’’ movement’ which
assumes there exists ‘one best solution with its ‘‘optimum happiness’’, with its
‘‘optimum population’’, with its ‘‘optimum health’’, with its ‘‘optimum working
week’’, with its ‘‘optimum productivity’’ or something else of this kind’ and
which asks ‘for a particular authority which should be exercised by technicians
and other experts in selecting ‘‘big plans’’ ’ (1942 [1973, 426–7]). The basis for
Neurath’s scepticism about the technocratic movement can also be found in both
of the key papers in Neurath’s engagement with the Frankfurt school, in
‘Inventory’ and in his unpublished reply to Horkheimer. In the first Neurath
develops a theme that was central to his contributions to the socialist calculation
debate, the rejection of any single measure, monetary or non-monetary, through
which one could arrive at a technically optimal social outcome.44 No such single
measure could adequately capture the multidimensional nature of welfare
concepts, such as standard of living: ‘The attempts to characterize the standard of
living are like those which try to characterize the ‘‘state of health’’. Both are
multidimensional structures’ (1937a, 146). Moreover, not only do welfare
concepts have a multidimensional structure, those different dimensions are not
additively separable: ‘We cannot regard [the standard of living] as a weight
made up of the sum of the weights of the various parts’ (ibid., 143).45 Hence,
judgements of the values of alternative social states of affair could not be reduced
to a matter of technical calculation that falls purely within the ambit of a scientific
expert. Social appraisal of alternatives require non-technical judgement.46

Alongside this specific argument from the incommensurability of different
options, Neurath’s rejection of technocratic accounts of social choice is also
founded on a more general set of arguments against the view of theoretical and
practical reason involved. Those arguments have their basis in the kind of
sceptical naturalistic reflection on science that Neurath reiterated in his response
to Horkheimer. This sceptical naturalism involves not the self-denunciation of
reason but the rational recognition of the limits of reason. As Neurath put it in
one of his earlier papers: ‘Rationalism sees its chief triumph in the clear
recognition of the limits of actual insight’ (1913 [1983, 8]). For Neurath’s criticism
of a technocratic politics, it is not science as such that is the object of criticism, but
the failure to recognise the limitations of science in arriving at practical decisions.
These limits entail that the technocratic ideal of the discovery of an optimal
solution to social decisions is untenable. The development of his argument is
summarised in one of his last published papers:

Even before the first World War I realized that acknowledging a kind of
primary ‘pluralism’ in our scientific approach has also its consequences
for our daily life. If science enables us to make more than one sound
prediction, how may we use science as a means of action? We can never
avoid a ‘decision’, because no account would be able to show us one
action as ‘the best’, no computation would present us with any
‘optimum’, whatever actions have to be discussed. (1946a, 80)
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The pluralism to which Neurath refers here has its basis in a series of claims
about the sciences that were central to Neurath’s naturalistic version of
empiricism. Scientific theory is underdetermined by empirical evidence. Theories
consist of a body of statements which are logically interconnected and confront
the world as a world as a whole not individually. Empirical evidence itself is
uncertain and provisional, even observation or protocol statements are open to
revision. That revisability of theory and evidence itself has to be understood
naturalistically in terms of the history and sociology of science, as he puts it in his
reply to Horkheimer: ‘Historical changes do not only alter that which we call
‘‘theoretical formulations’’ or ‘‘constructions’’ but also the stock of protocol
sentences’ (1937b, 2). In the metaphor he uses repeatedly, we are like sailors
who have to repair their boat at sea.47 Neurath more radically claims that there is
no ‘best’ in either theoretical or practical matters to which we should expect
reasonable interlocutors to necessarily converge. Given that there is no single best
description and that our decisions must be based on well-founded knowledge,
neither is there an optimal decision. Hence Neurath’s scepticism about excessive
claims made for the role of science and technical expertise in offering unique
determinate answers to problems and his rejection of assumptions about
knowledge that underpins the ‘technocratic movement’ with its various claims
about optimal social decision making.

It is a mark of ‘pseudorationalism’ to fail to recognise the limits of reason—and
in particular the limits of science in public life. The central problem concerning
the role of science in public life is that we need at the same time to both rely on
scientific expertise and be open to proper scepticism about its limits: ‘Our life is
connected more and more with experts, but on the other hand, we are less
prepared to accept other people’s judgements, when making decisions’ (1945b,
251). There is no permanent solution to such conflicts: while institutional
conditions for social trust are important, scepticism of expertise is not something
to be eliminated. Democracy is ‘the continual struggle between the expert [y]
and the common man’ (ibid.). Democratic deliberative processes are in part about
ways of living with that conflict and guarding against the recurrent dangers of
technocratic pseudorationalism.48

5. Conclusion

Neurath’s naturalistic scepticism which informs his criticism of a technocratic
politics speaks much more closely to the problems of the place of science in
public life than does either the more radical criticism of instrumental reason of
the first generation of the Frankfurt School or the account of instrumental and commu-
nicative reason offered by Habermas in the second. As we noted above, appli-
cations of the Habermasian model of deliberative institutions cannot avoid
addressing the Neurathian problem of the simultaneous reliance on and proper scepti-
cism about science in public life. In that sense, while there is nothing in Neurath’s
work that approaches the detailed account of public deliberation, the theory of
deliberative democracy that arises out of the work of Habermas could do with a
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reconciliation with the forgotten heritage of his precursors’ ‘positivist’ opponents.
The two traditions of thought whose perceived enmity was occasioned by the
arguments between Neurath and Horkheimer on natural scientific reason make
renewed contact in the dimension of practical policy making. At the level of
public science policy, the two traditions have much to say to each other.

To be sure, to claim that the two traditions do have much to say to each other
on the role of science in public life does not offer grounds for a marriage – major
theoretical differences do exist. There remain, for example, deep conflicts
between the social Epicurianism of Neurath which was deeply anti-Kantian49

and the reformulation of a Kantian ethic by Habermas—although a similar
conflict exists within the Frankfurt tradition between discourse ethics and the
early materialism of Horkheimer.50 However, we believe to have shown that
there are systematic grounds for at least a partial reconciliation. And whatever
advance this reconciliation will afford in the end, it also provides an occasion to
end the odd estrangement and misunderstandings instigated by ‘The Latest
Attack on Metaphysics’ and the failure of dialogue that followed in its wake.51
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NOTES

1 The first journal of the Institute, as it were, was the Archiv für Geschichte der
Arbeiterbewegung und Sozialismus, brought to Frankfurt from Vienna when its editor, Carl
Grünberg, mentor to important Austro-Marxists, inaugurated the Institute there as its first
director in 1924.

2 Horkeimer (1937b, 1937c); Marcuse (1937).
3 For general historical surveys of ‘the’ Frankfurt School we are indebted to Jay (1973),

Dubiel (1978), Wiggershaus (1989), for assessments of its activities and publication policy
in the post-war period in particular to Albrecht/Behrmann/Bock/Homann/Tenbruck
(1999), and of the Institute’s pre-Horkheimer period under its first director Grünberg to
Migdal (1981). With just a few exceptions, we cannot here indicate individual points of
agreement or disagreement with any of these authors.

4 He was not the first to do so. Already Bukharin in (1931) felt compelled to update
Lenin’s 1908 critique of Mach and empirio-criticism with regard to neopositivism along
similar lines.

5 On Neurath’s political involvement in the Bavarian revolution of 1918/19 see Chs. 1
and 3 of Neurath (1973) and Part 1 of Cartwright, Cat, Fleck and Uebel (1996).

6 Though they are sometimes used to designate different phases of the movement, we
shall use the terms ‘logical positivism’ and ‘logical empiricism’ interchangeably. Neurath,
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incidentally, already in the early 1930s preferred the latter to the former, precisely because
of misgivings about the associations invited by the term ‘positivism’.

7 A first catalogue was provided of them by Müller (1985).
8 Neurath to Horkheimer, 21 June 1937 (MHGS 16, 178).
9 See Dahms (1994) and (1997).
10 See Dahms (1994, Part 1) for a detailed narrative of the relations up to and following

the publication of Horkheimer (1937a).
11 Participants included, variously, Pollock, Marcuse, Leo Löwenthal, Paul Tillich, Paul

Lazarsfeld, Ernest Nagel, Sidney Hook and Meyer Shapiro.
12 Horkheimer to Neurath, 24 November 1936 (MHGS 15, 743). Translations from

sources for which no translation is indicated in the bibliography are by the present
authors.

13 See Horkheimer to Adorno, 22 October 1936 (MHGS 15, 688–689), which anticipates
the essence of his later article, and Horkheimer to Henryk Grossman, 27 November 1936
(MHGS 15, 750), both quoted in Dahms (1994, 85–6). The perhaps clearest expression of the
intention can be found in a letter from Horkheimer to Karl Wittvogel, 19 October 1936 (not
cited by Dahms): ‘The scientific discussions, which are taking place in the Institute partly
by invitation of external colleagues, currently concern mainly the problem of the so-called
scientific philosophy. y Since this philosophy is oriented exclusively towards the natural
sciences and thus does not yield anything else but the meagre world view of some
physicists, who in their own field may do excellent work but are barely competent in these
more general theoretical questions, the whole thing amounts to an apology for the conduct
of natural science, to a misunderstanding of history and its theory and to a fight against
the methods of thinking that are shared by us. y In light of the confusion which this
philosophy currently inspires in academic and non-academic circles, the Institute intends
in the near future to effect a critique of this tendency, perhaps even by means of several
articles in the Zeitschrift. To this end we seek to orient ourselves by means of lectures by
members of this circle and to become expert in it’ (MHGS 15, 778–9).

14 Horkheimer to Adorno, 22 February 1937 (MHGS 16, 48).
15 Neurath to Horkheimer, 10 June 1937, quoted in Dahms (1994, 147–8).
16 In attendance, besides Adorno and Neurath, were Rudolf Carnap, Philipp Frank, C.

G. Hempel, Lazarsfeld and Walter Benjamin. While Adorno reported an anti-positivistic
triumph, Lazarsfeld was very critical of his conduct of the meeting; in response to the
latter’s report even Pollock was moved to express his concern about Adorno’s ‘infantilism’
(see Dahms 1994, 149–53).

17 Neurath to Horkheimer, 21 June 1937 (MHGS 16, 178); 8 December 1937 (MHGS 16,
319); Horkheimer to Neurath, 29 December 1937 (MHGS 16, 344, 348; cf. 30 January 1938
(MHGS 16, 377)).

18 Of course, the Vienna Circle was not the only source of logical empiricism. Of
comparable importance was the Berlin Society for Empirical Philosophy under the leader-
ship of Hans Reichenbach with whom Horkheimer had occasional and largely incon-
sequential contact—though not during the period at issue here. See Dahms (1994,
60–69).

19 This now canonical periodization was developed by Dubiel (1978).
20 For a summary treatment of the Circle in light of recent results see Stadler (1997).
21 See Carnap, Hahn, Neurath (1929) as well as Frank (1929).
22 For an account of how these differences emerged in the context of the Circle’s

so-called protocol sentence debate of the early to mid-1930s, see Uebel (1992).
23 See Howard (2003) and Reisch (forthcoming).
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24 See Horkheimer (1985) and (1931 [1989, 33]) and Lenin (1908 [1927]).
25 See especially Korthals (1985); compare Habermas (1986) and Brunkhurst (1989).

Note Horkheimer: ‘Materialism has in common with positivism that it acknowledges as
real only what is given in sense experience’ – perhaps better translated as ‘what can be
discerned in sense experience’ (1933a [1972, 42]). Interestingly, the unequivocal ‘Every
statement stands in need of confirmation by sense experience’ (1933a, 30) was dropped
from the translation.

26 See also his earlier comparable remarks about Marx’s Capital in (1925, 22–23).
27 See, e.g., Suppes (1984), Cartwright (1999).
28 To say this is not to say that there are not problems with Neurath’s position.

Neurath has a tendency to conflate the proposal that one should not use certain expression
in isolation for empirically controlled networks of sentences, with the proposal that one
should not use certain expressions at all. Hence his Index Verborum Prohibitorum which
Horkheimer rightly treats with scepticism (1937a [1972, 184]).

29 The naturalism at issue here is the epistemological naturalism widely associated in
more recent discussion with the work of W.V.O. Quine. For an incisive map of the
contemporary options of this position concerning the continuity of science and philosophy,
see Maffie (1990). For a defence of the interpretation of Neurath along these lines, but with
a broader scientific base than that allowed by Quine, see Uebel (1991).

30 In calling principally on the social-scientific and historical study of science
Neurath’s naturalism differs from the work of prominent contemporary naturalists (e.g.
Goldman (1986, 2002), Kitcher (1993), Papineau (1993)) with its near-exclusive concentra-
tion on cognitive and evolutionary psychology. Neurath’s work also departs from the
correspondence-realism of much of contemporary naturalism, stressing conventionalist
and constructivist elements in meta-theory; for a discussion see Uebel, (1996a).

31 It may be added that these points of Neurath’s were by no means first expressed in
response to Horkheimer’s criticism. For instance, with his letter of 15 November 1936
(MHGS 15, 724–6), Neurath enclosed off-prints of his discussion with Ake Petzall in
Theoria where the issues discussed in this section where discussed; see Neurath (1936a)
and (1936b).

32 For an account of the conversations within the Vienna Circle about different
attitudes to materialism, see Carnap (1963, 51).

33 To make this point, Neurath featured a long quotation from German Ideology in his
Empirical Sociology and a shorter essay of the same time; see Neurath (1931a [1973, 350–
351]) and (1931b [1981, 411]).

34 For more detail on the anti-reductionist interpretation of Neurath’s physicalism see
Uebel (2003).

35 For a discussion see Cartwright and Uebel (1996).
36 Horkheimer (1933a [1972, 44]); compare Neurath (1932a [1983, 78–9]).
37 See Korthals (1985) and Brunkhurst (1989).
38 For more on the enlightenment dimension of Neurath’s and the left Vienna Circle’s

version of logical empiricism, see Uebel (1996b) and (1998).
39 Horkheimer to Neurath 29 December 1937, MHGS 16, 344–349.
40 This is a constant in Habermas’ work ever since his (1963); see also his (1964).
41 For an extensive discussion of this claim see O’Neill (2002).
42 For statements of the problem and two responses, see Coady (1992) and Fricker

(1995), Lipton (1998). See also the special issue of Studies in History and Philosophy of Science,
33, no.2 (2002).

43 See, for example, Renn, Webler and Wiedemann (1995) and Renn (2002).
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44 There is a story to be told—but not here—about the reception of Neurath’s socialist
economics by Friedrich Pollock and his co-workers in political economy at the Frankfurt
Institute who, like Neurath, insisted that a socialist economy knew no markets in the
capitalist sense. Still in 1932 Pollock mentioned approvingly Neurath’s rejection of von
Mises’ criticism (1932 [1975, 34]), and Mandelbaum and Meyer equally approvingly noted
Neurath’s rejection of the anti-socialist claim that ‘economic calculation and economic
action are identical’ (1934, 240).

45 For a recent discussion of the concept of additive separability see Broome (1991, ch.4).
46 For a development of this point in more detail see O’Neill (1996; forthcoming).
47 On Neurath’s different uses of the metaphor see Part 2 of Cartwright, Cat, Fleck and

Uebel (1996).
48 On the wider contemporary relevance of Neurath’s mature writings on social

organisation see O’Neill (1998, Postscript and 2003a).
49 For more detail on this point see O’Neill (2003b).
50 On the latter, see Schnädelbach (1986).
51 John O’Neill would like to acknowledge the support of the Arts and Humanities

Research Board and a University of Manchester Hallsworth Senior Research Fellowship
and Thomas Uebel that of the University of Manchester Research Support Fund.
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Situation of Social Philosophy and the Tasks of the Institute of Social Research’ in S.E.

102 John O’Neill and Thomas Uebel

r Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2004



Bronner and D.M. Kellner (eds.), Critical Theory and Society, Routledge, New York, 1989,

25–36 and in Horkheimer 1993, 1–14.
—— (1933a), ‘Materialismus und Metaphysik’, ZfS 2: 1–33, trans. ‘Materialism and

Metaphysics’ in Horkheimer 1972, 10–46.
—— (1933b), ‘Materialismus und Moral’, ZfS 2: 161–197, trans. ‘Materialism and Morality’

in Horkheimer 1993, 15–48.
—— (1937a), ‘Der neueste Angriff auf die Metaphysik’, ZfS 6: 4–53, trans. ‘The Latest

Attack on Metaphysics’, in Horkheimer 1972, 132–87.
—— (1937b), ‘Traditionelle und Kritische Theorie’, ZfS 6: 245–94, trans. ‘Traditional and

Critical Theory’, in Horkheimer 1972, 188–243.
—— (1937c), ‘Philosophie und Kritische Theorie’, ZfS 6: 625–31; trans. ‘Postscript’, in

Horkheimer 1972, 244–252.
—— (1937d), ‘Vorwort zum sechsten Jahrgang’, ZfS 6: 1–3.
—— (1947), Eclipse of Reason. Oxford University Press, Oxford, repr. Seabury Press, New

York, 1974.
—— (1972), Critical Theory. Selected Essays. Seabury Press, New York.
—— (1993), Between Philosophy and Social Science: Selected Early Writings. MIT Press,

Cambridge, Mass.
Howard, D. (2003), ‘Two Left Turns Make a Right: On the Curious Political Career of

North-American Philosophy of Science at Mid-Century’, in G. Hardcastle and A.

Richardson (eds.), Logical Empiricism in North America. University of Minnesota Press,

Minneapolis.
Jay, M. (1973), The Dialectical Imagination. A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of

Social Research, 1923–1950. Little, Brown and Co., Boston.
Kitcher, P. (1993), The Advancement of Science. Oxford University Press, Oxford.
Korthals, M. (1985), ‘Die kritische Gesellschaftstheorie des frühen Horkheimer. Missver-
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