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Introduction:

Critical theory in communication moves beyond surface-level analysis te,actively interrogate
and transform existing power structures. Originating from Frankfurt, School scholars like
Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, this perspective examines how,mass media, corporate
ownership, and dominant ideologies manufacture consent and sustainssocial inequality. Rather
than treating media as a neutral reflector of reality, criti€al theorists view it as an instrument
of capitalist control that distracts the public and suppressesisystemic dissent. Consequently,
the primary objective of critical communication theory‘isnotmerely to interpret the world, but
to foster critical consciousness, amplify marginalized woiCes, and leverage communication as
a catalyst for structural social change.

Concept and Nature of Critical Theory:

Critical Theory is a social philosophy/ oriented toward understanding, critiquing, and
transforming society as a whole. Unlike conventional theories that aim merely to describe or
explain social phenomena, eritical theery seeks to uncover power structures, expose hidden
biases, and foster human liberation.

The tradition emerged indthe 1920s through the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, with
thinkers such as Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and later Jirgen
Habermas shaping its direction. These scholars drew on Marx, Hegel, Freud, and Weber to
build a framework that went beyond simply describing society. As scholars note, critical theory
centres on analysing and challenging systemic power relations, arguing that knowledge and
social stractures are shaped by the dynamics between dominant and oppressed groups.

Unhlike traditional social theories that aim to describe or explain, critical theory is
unapolegetically normative. It wants to change the world, not merely interpret it. This
emancipatory spirit runs through every one of its defining characteristics.

Characteristic 1#

The first and perhaps most foundational characteristic of critical theory is its insistence
on contradiction. Where mainstream social science often searches for equilibrium, critical
theorists search for tension. They argue that every social system — whether capitalism,
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bureaucracy, or a welfare state — contains internal contradictions that generate both stability
and the seeds of its own transformation.

Characteristic 2#

The second characteristic, closely linked to the first, is the dialectical method. Dialectics is a
way of thinking that sees reality as dynamic, interrelated, and always in motion. Rather than
viewing society as a fixed set of parts, dialectical thought examines how elements interact,
oppose, and transform one another over time.

Hegel was the original architect of this approach. As scholars summarise, Hegel’s'dialectical
innovation was to consider reality in terms of its movement and change over titne, according
to the interrelations and interactions of its various components. Marx inverted Hegel’s idealist
dialectics into a materialist framework, but the core intuition remainedsstruth.is not found in
isolated facts but in the relationships and contradictions between them.

Characteristic 3#

When dialectics reveals the inherent contradictions within 4 society, social change becomes
the natural result. Critical theory views all social systems as temporary, driven toward
transformation by the clash between ideals and actual ptraetice. As these structural tensions
force society to evolve, they reshape human thought and open the door to genuine liberation
and self-determination.

As one overview of the tradition explains, due tortensions or contradictions the social system
changes, and this change brings new id€asiand processes in the mind of the individual. The
same source notes that critical theory‘plays<a significant role in creating social system change
that promotes greater human freedom and self-determination.

Why Contradictions Matter in, Public Systems?

In public administration, institutional contradictions reflect structural flaws rather than
superficial errors. Consider a'welfare initiative meant to alleviate poverty that operates through
an alienating bureaucraey, or an educational framework that espouses meritocracy while
reinforcing socioeconomic and caste stratification. Critical theory asserts that these paradoxes
are inherent to the systems themselves. Extending this logic from political economy to cultural
critique—as championed by the Frankfurt School—dialectical analysis treats institutional
temSionsias expressions of broader systemic forces. For policymakers and administrators, this
perspective requires looking past noble mission statements to interrogate the structural
contradictions embedded within public institutions and identify the populations they
marginalize.

The philosophical grounding of critical theory rests on the idea that critical knowledge is
oriented toward self-reflection and emancipation, distinguishing it from both the natural
sciences and traditional humanities. In this sense, a critical theorist studying bureaucracy does
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not just want to describe how files move — they want to imagine how the system could work
differently, and more humanely.

Positivist, Interpretive and Critical approaches to communication research.:

In communication research, positivist, interpretive, and critical approaches represent the
three primary theoretical and methodological paradigms. They differ fundamentally in how
they view reality (ontology), how they believe knowledge is acquired (epistemology)sandtheir
ultimate goal for conducting research.

Here is a breakdown of how these three paradigms compare:

Paradigm Overview

1. Positivist Approach

"Communication is a measurable, predictable process with observable' laws."

Key Concepts
Ontology (Nature of Reality): Realism. Reality existy out there" independently of our
thoughts or beliefs. There is a single truth that can,be obsérved and measured accurately.

Epistemology (Nature of Knowledge): Empirvicism & Objectivity. Knowledge comes from
objective observation. Researchers mustsemain detached and neutral so their personal biases
don't pollute the data.

Axiology (Role of Values): Valug=frec)Science should be completely neutral and uninfluenced
by the researcher's personal yalues ot ethics.

Detailed Explanation

The positivist appreachytreats communication similarly to how a physicist studies gravity or a
biologist studies, cell) It looks for cause-and-effect patterns that hold true across different
groups of people.

Positivist researchers rely heavily on variables—specifically independent variables (the cause)
andidependent variables (the effect). By using standardized tools like closed-ended surveys,
controlléd lab experiments, or statistical analyses, they aim to create findings that can be
generalized to entire populations.

Example: A positivist studying political communication might give 500 participants a survey
asking how many hours of news they watch daily and measure that against their political
leanings using a standardized scale to find statistical correlations.
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2. Interpretive Approach
"Communication is a process of creating and negotiating shared meanings."
Key Concepts

Ontology (Nature of Reality): Relativism / Social Constructionism. There is no single
"objective" reality. Instead, reality is created by people through language, symbols, and daily
social interactions. Multiple realities exist simultaneously depending on individual
perspectives.

Epistemology (Nature of Knowledge): Subjectivism. Knowledge is created between people. To
understand a phenomenon, the researcher must immerse themselves in the context and see the
world through the participants' eyes.

Axiology (Role of Values): Value-bound. Researchers acknowledge thatitheir own background
and values inevitably shape how they interpret data (a concept called xeflexivity).

Detailed Explanation

Instead of asking "What causes X behaviour?", an interpretive researcher asks "What does X
mean to the people doing it?"

This approach focuses on human agency—thgfdea thatypeople are not just passive reactors to
stimuli, but active creators of their own social worlds. Because meaning depends heavily on
culture, history, and context, interpretive rese¢areh rarely aims to establish universal rules.
Instead, it seeks thick description—#rich, detailed accounts of specific cultural or
communication phenomena.

Example: An interpretive researeher studying workplace culture wouldn't send out a statistical
survey. Instead, they would_shadow employees for six months, observe their conversations,
conduct long interviews, and=analyze the specific slang or "inside jokes" the team uses to
understand how they censtruét'their professional identity.

3. CriticalApproach

"Communication is_a site of struggle where power structures are created, maintained, and
challengedy”

Key Concepts

Ontology (Nature of Reality): Historical Realism. Reality is shaped over time by social,
political, cultural, economic, and gender-based power dynamics. What we accept as "normal"
or "natural" is often just an ideology served up by powerful entities.

Epistemology (Nature of Knowledge): Subjective & Dialectical. Knowledge is tied to power.
Understanding communication requires unmasking how messages reproduce dominance or
hide oppression.
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Axiology (Role of Values): Value-driven / Praxis. Neutrality is considered impossible—or
worse, complicit in maintaining injustice. The researcher's goal is explicitly normative: to
promote social justice and emancipation.

Detailed Explanation

Critical theorists argue that communication is never neutral. Every media message,
organizational structure, or everyday conversation either reinforces existing power
relationships (hegemony) or resists them.

Influenced heavily by Marxism, feminist theory, and the Frankfurt School, critical'seholars do
not stop at describing or understanding communication systems. They aim for praxis—the
combination of theoretical analysis and practical action to transform society.

Example: A critical researcher analyzing corporate sustainability ads,wouldn't just measure
whether people believe them (positivist) or ask viewers how ,the ads make them feel
(interpretive). They would dissect the language and imagery o demonstrate how the ads
distract the public from systemic environmental damage while protecting the company's
financial interests.

One largely undisputed reference for defining Frankfurt Scheol critical theory is Horkheimer’s
1937 essay “Traditional and Critical Theory,” in Whichthe defines critical theory by contrasting
it with traditional theories that take the existing social-order as given. Social sciences do this,
for example, when they model themselvesyafter the natural sciences in attempting to
descriptively mirror a given set of facts gmestablish law-like generalizations. The point is not
that empirical social research is invalid, byt that traditional theories fail to analyze the broader
social context in which they are embedded. This form of “positivism” views science as a purely
theoretical undertaking diverced, from practical interests even while it actually serves a
particular social function in, relying on established concepts and categories in a way that
reinforces dominant ideologi€s) and power structures. In that way, the forms of knowledge
production that we rely*onfor insight into the social order become obstacles to social change.

Comparative Summary:

Metric Positivist Interpretive Paradigm Critical Paradigm
Paradigm
Nature of | Objective, singular, Subjective, multiple, Shaped by power
Reality stable socially constructed relations and historical
(Ontology) forces
Goal of Predict, measure, Understand and interpret Challenge, critique,
Research and generalize meaning and transform
Role of Objective, detached Empathetic Active agent of social
Researcher observer participant/interpreter change
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Data Type Quantitative Qualitative (texts, Qualitative & Textual
(numbers, statistics) transcripts, narratives) (media texts, structural
dynamics)

Primary Neutrality & Context & Deep Justice & Liberation
Value Precision Understanding

Origin of Critical Theory:

Seeking to transform society rather than merely describe it, the original thinkers/of’ the
Frankfurt School created an ambitious framework that blended philosophy=with real-world
social science. By combining classic Marxist theory with the ideas of Freud, Weber, and
Nietzsche, they examined how modern capitalism and authoritarianisml infiltrate every corner
of life—from political systems down to family life and human psychelogy:

The Institute for Social Research, founded in 1923, gained its legendary focus under Max
Horkheimer’s leadership in 1931. Alongside intellectual'powerhouses like Theodor Adorno,
Herbert Marcuse, and Walter Benjamin, Horkheimer soughtito understand modern society as
an interconnected whole. Because many key members wetedewish, the rise of the Nazi regime
forced the Institute into exile in the United States=—first at Columbia University and later in
California—before Horkheimer and Adorno returnedito rebuild it in post-war Germany.

The legacy of the Frankfurt School continued*through distinct intellectual waves. Jiirgen
Habermas spearheaded a transformative,/second generation starting in the 1960s, while
thinkers like Axel Honneth, Naney Fraser,»and Seyla Benhabib led a third generation into the
21st century. Today, critical theory 1swno Tonger confined to a single institution or region; it has
evolved into a global conversation‘addressing contemporary issues like feminism, power, and
cultural identity.

The Frankfurt School:

The Frankfurt.School pioneered a methodologically radical critical theory designed to achieve
social liberation by combining philosophy with empirical social science.

First Genefation Foundations: Led by Max Horkheimer—who established an interdisciplinary
agendaycombining political economy, psychology, and cultural critique in 1931—the group
revised traditional Marxism using insights from Freud, Weber, and Nietzsche. Key scholars
like Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Walter Benjamin, and Erich Fromm analyzed how
capitalism and authoritarianism shape culture, psychology, and power. forced into exile by
Nazi persecution, the predominantly Jewish members relocated the Institute to the U.S.
(Columbia University, then Los Angeles) before returning to Germany post-WWII.

Second Generation Transformation: Headed by Jiirgen Habermas, this generation expanded
the theory’s scope, dominating social philosophy through the late 20th century alongside
scholars like Albrecht Wellmer and Claus Offe.

6|Page



Third Generation & Beyond: Under Axel Honneth (Institute director from 2001-2018),
alongside figures like Nancy Fraser and Seyla Benhabib, critical theory diversified. Today, it
operates as a global movement enriched by feminist thought and international perspectives
across Europe, the Americas, and beyond.

Culture, Ideology and Hegemony and Power in communication:

In critical theory and communication studies, culture, ideology, hegemony, and power form an
interconnected web that explains how societies construct meaning, maintain social order, and
justify inequality.

Instead of viewing communication as a neutral exchange of information, critical scholars—
such as Antonio Gramsci, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Stuart Halls=—demonstrate
that communication is the primary arena where power is negotiatedj.eontested, and
reproduced.

1. Power in Communication

In communication studies, power is not merely physicaldforce orjformal legal authority; it is
the capacity to define reality, shape public consciousness, and influence what is considered
"normal" or "common sense."

« Discursive Power: Power operates throtigh language, symbols, and discourse (how we
talk about things). Whoever controls the dominant discourse controls the boundaries of
what can be thought, said, or debated.

o Asymmetry of Access: Powersdetermines who gets a voice in the media, who 1is
interviewed as an "expert," and Wwhose perspectives are marginalized or ignored.

2. Ideology: The Framing of Reality

Ideology refers to a system ofideas, values, beliefs, and worldviews that shape how individuals
perceive and interpret the wotrld.

« Naturalizing the ‘Status Quo: Ideology works by making historically created, unequal
social arrangements appear natural, universal, and unchangeable.

o Media as Ideological Apparatus: Mainstream media, news networks, advertising, and
entertainment act as conduits for dominant ideologies (e.g., consumerism,
individualism, meritocracy).

« Encoding/Decoding (Stuart Hall): Media producers "encode" dominant ideological
messages into media texts. However, audiences are not passive; they "decode" these
messages based on their own social context, sometimes accepting, negotiating, or
actively resisting them.

3. Hegemony: Winning Consent Without Force
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Coined by Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci, hegemony explains how ruling groups
maintain power over society not primarily through violence or coercion, but through
spontaneous consent.

Consent over Coercion: A dominant class achieves hegemony when its specific values
and interests are accepted by the rest of society as simple "common sense."

Role of Mass Communication: Cultural institutions—media, schools, journalism, and
religion—are the primary vehicles used to manufacture this consent. They persuade
subordinated groups to accept system rules that may actually work against’theirown
interests.

A Dynamic Struggle: Hegemony is never permanent or complete. [t 1§ a’Continuous
process that must be constantly defended and negotiated againstycounter-hegemonic
movements, alternative media, and social resistance.

4. Culture: The Arena of Struggle

In traditional sociology, culture was often viewed as high att or shared traditions. In critical
communication theory, culture is the dynamic site whereameaning is produced, consumed, and
contested.

The Culture Industry (Frankfurt Schoel): Adornoe and Horkheimer argued that under
modern capitalism, culture is mass-produced, like commodity goods (television shows,
pop music, film). This "culture industry"pacifies the public, turns citizens into passive
consumers, and dulls critical thinking,

Cultural Studies (Birmingham Sehool): Later scholars, such as Stuart Hall, argued that
culture is a space ofjactive negotiation. Popular culture is not just a tool of elite
manipulation; it is also ‘a teffain where marginalized groups use language, art, and
communication to challénge dominant power structures.

How They Work Together: An Example

To see how these four concepts intersect in everyday communication, consider the media
representation of work and wealth:

1. Power: Media conglomerates and advertising sponsors hold the power to decide which

storiesrget produced and broadcasted.

Ideology: Content frequently promotes the belief that individual wealth is solely the
result of hard work and talent (meritocracy), while ignoring structural economic
barriers.

Hegemony: When working-class audiences accept the idea that wealthy elites "deserve"
tax cuts or unchecked influence because it benefits everyone, hegemony has been
successfully achieved through consent.
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4. Culture: Popular cultural formats—such as reality TV shows celebrating extreme wealth
or corporate success—reproduce these values daily, making them feel normal,
entertaining, and undisputed.

Contributions of Critical Theorists to Media Studies:

Critical theorists transformed media studies by shifting the focus from simple questions—Ilike
"how do media messages affect audience behaviour?"—to structural questions: Who controls
the media, whose interests are served, and how do media systems construct reality?

Rather than treating communication as a neutral channel, critical theorists demonstrated that
media is a primary site where economic power, social control, and cultural valdes intersect.

1. The Frankfurt School: The ""Culture Industry' and Mass Manipulation

The foundational contribution of the first-generation Frankfurt School (Theodor Adorno, Max
Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse) was introducing a systematic critique of mass media under
industrial capitalism.

o The Concept of the "Culture Industry": In Dialectie,of-Enlightenment (1947), Adorno
and Horkheimer argued that under modern capitalismyculture (film, radio, print, pop
music) is mass-produced using assembly-linemethods. Art is stripped of its critical edge
and converted into a standardized commodity.

« Pacification and False Consciousnessiy Marcuse, in One-Dimensional Man (1964),
argued that mass media createss'false needs"—directing human desires toward
consumer goods rather thangpolitical” emancipation. Media functions to pacify the
public, dull critical reasoning, and turn active citizens into passive consumers.

o Standardization and Cenformity: The Frankfurt School showed how mass media
enforces cultural cenformity by recycling predictable formulas that discourage
independent thought.

2. Political Econemy of Communication: Media Ownership and Control

Building on Matxist/materialist analysis, political economists of communication—such as
Dallas Smythe, Herbert Schiller, Edward Herman, and Noam Chomsky—focused on the
economie,structures behind media production.

o, Audience Commodity (Dallas Smythe): Smythe introduced the groundbreaking idea
that in commercial broadcasting, the primary product being sold is not the media content
to the viewer, but the audience's attention to advertisers. Content exists primarily to
gather audiences for commercial exploitation.

o The Propaganda Model (Herman & Chomsky): In Manufacturing Consent (1988), they
identified five structural "filters" (ownership, advertising, sourcing, flak, and anti-
ideology) through which news must pass, showing how mainstream media
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3.

systematically marginalizes dissenting views without needing explicit government
censorship.

Cultural Imperialism: Herbert Schiller analyzed how Western (primarily American)
media conglomerates export cultural products worldwide, threatening local cultures and
spreading consumerist ideology globally.

The Birmingham School & Cultural Studies: Active Audiences and

Encoding/Decoding

In the 1970s and 1980s, the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (€CCS) at
Birmingham—Ied by Stuart Hall—challenged the assumption that media audiefi¢es ar¢ merely
passive receivers.

The Encoding/Decoding Model (Stuart Hall): Hall argued, that, media texts are
"encoded" with dominant ideological meanings by mediasproduecrs, but audiences
"decode" them based on their own social context. Hall identified three decoding
positions:

1. Dominant-Hegemonic: The audience accepts the intended message entirely.

2. Negotiated: The audience accepts the generalimessage but adapts it to their local
reality.

3. Oppositional: The audience understands the intended message but rejects it
completely, substituting an alternative framework.

Media as an Arena of Hegeémonie Struggle: Cultural studies integrated Antonio
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, viewing popular culture not just as elite control, but as
a dynamic battleground where dominant ideologies are constantly contested and
negotiated.

4. Jiirgen Habermas:/I'he Public Sphere and Structural Transformation

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962), Jirgen Habermas provided a
framework for evaluating the democratic role of media.

Theddeal Public Sphere: Habermas conceptualized the 18th-century "public sphere"—
salons, coffeehouses, and early newspapers—as a space independent of state and market
powet where citizens could engage in rational-critical debate.

Refeudalization of the Public Sphere: He argued that 20th-century mass media replaced
rational-critical debate with consumer spectacle and public relations. Instead of
facilitating democratic discourse, commercial media reduced citizens to mere
consumers of political marketing.

5. Modern & Contemporary Critical Approaches: Race, Gender, and Digital

Surveillance
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Contemporary critical scholars have expanded these foundations to address identity,
technology, and global power structures:

o Feminist Critical Media Studies: Scholars like Angela McRobbie and Liesbet van
Zoonen analyzed how media representations reinforce patriarchy, construct gender
norms, and objectify bodies, while exploring how women use alternative media to build
solidarity.

o Ciritical Race Theory & Postcolonial Media Studies: Thinkers like Edward) Said
(Orientalism) demonstrated how Western media constructs stereotypedysexoticized
images of the Global South to justify geopolitical domination and racial hierarehies.

o Digital Critical Theory (Surveillance Capitalism): Contemporary gheorists (such as
Shoshana Zuboff and Christian Fuchs) extend critical theory.to digitakalgorithms, Big
Tech, and social media, analyzing how platform platforms extragt user data, monetize

attention, and re-shape public discourse through algorithmic cutation.

Summary Matrix

Theorist / School Key Concept / Main Contribution to Media
Framework Studies
Frankfurt School Culture Industry, Revealed how mass media
(Adorno, Horkheimer, Instrumental Reason standardizes culture and pacifies
Marcuse) citizens.

Political Economy

Audience Commodity,

Showed how corporate ownership

(Smythe, Herman, Prepaganda Model and advertising shape news and
Chomsky) content.
Birmingham School Eneoding/Decoding, Highlighted active audience
(Stuart Hall) Cultural Hegemony interpretation and media as a space
for cultural struggle.
Second Gen / Public Sphere, Evaluated how commercialization

Frankfurt (Habermas)

Communicative Action

degrades democratic debate and
media discourse.

Contemporary Critical
Theorists

Surveillance Capitalism,
Representation

Examines digital platforms,
algorithmic control, race, gender,
and imperialism.
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