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- On Frankfurt School’ s Critique of Rationality

and Its Contemporary Significance
YANG Hai-yin
(Ideological and Political Theory of Education and Research Department, Wuhan Polytechnic University, Wuhan 430023, China)
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Abstract: The first generation of Frankfurt School thinkers, such as Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse state that we should devel-
op a new rationality to replace the single instrumental rationality so as to realize the human and social liberation. Horkheimer and
Adomo think that art is the last refuge to escape the instrumental rationality and the materialization , the light of modemity re-
demption comes to the world only through art experience. Marcuse thinks the instrumental rationality results in a positive way of
thinking and the one-dimensional society, but we should not abandon the instrumental rationality totally. Instrumental rationality
is still critical in the planning and development of available resources and so on. He argues that we should set up a new idea of
rationality. This new rationality is history reason consist of the critical and negative spirit. It is the unity of instrumental rationali-
ty and value rationality , scientific rationality and art rationality, the unity of sense and sensibility, and the happiness. Habermas,
the most famous member of the second generation of Frankfurt School theorists, criticizes the life world colonization caused by the
objective rationality in the late capitalist society. Habermas thinks that we should replace the single objective rationality with com-
municative rationality and practise the discourse democracy ao that we can overcome the colonization of the life world. Frankfurt
School try to save and reconstruct the rationality and discuss the problem how to construct a reasonable society. Contemporary
China is also faced with how to protect the value rationality, inhibit excessive expansion of instrumental rationality. Frankfurt
School’ s thoughts of the rationality critique tell us that rationality is multi-dimensional and we still need to advocate and promote
the rational spirit in contemporary China.
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