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ABSTRACT

Social criticism is considered one of the most fundamental concepts in modern social
sciences, which has played a pivotal role in the analysis of power structures, dominant
ideologies, and social representations since the Enlightenment. The present study, relying
on the documentary method and a qualitative approach, analyzes and compares four
prominent schools of thought - the Frankfurt School, feminism, post-colonial studies, and
post-modernism - that have been more loyal to the social critical movement than other
schools of thought, in relation to social criticism. The data were collected through a
systematic review of theoretical texts and previous studies and examined with an analytical
approach. The results of this analysis show that although these schools differ in terms of
epistemological foundations, methodology, and historical origins, they all consider
criticism to be a political, revealing, and liberating act that aims to deconstruct dominant
discourses and challenge the status quo.Based on these analyses, the present study extracts
five key components of social criticism—politicalness, exposure, liberation, focus on the
underdog, and social construction of reality—that are considered in all four schools of
thought, and provides a theoretical framework for analyzing and evaluating critical
discourses. The present study has attempted to present a structured picture of the nature
and function of social criticism in the theoretical context of contemporary schools of
thought through case analyses.
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INTRODUCTION

Critique has been a companion of human thought throughout history, but it was
during the Enlightenment that it evolved into a scientific and academic approach,
replacing mythological thinking with analytical and critical reasoning. The
eighteenth century was rightly called both the “Age of Philosophy” and the “Age of
Critique,” since in this era critique became a creative and fundamental force for
intellectual transformation; hence, the Enlightenment may justly be regarded as the
“Age of Criticism.” Sociology, as one of the major outcomes of this period, is
inherently intertwined with critique and has consistently employed it to evaluate,
analyze, and reveal social structures. In the social sciences, critique extends beyond
the mere rejection or acceptance of ideas; it challenges prevailing assumptions,
strengthens the coherence of theories, and uncovers the dynamics of power and
ideology.

For this reason, sociology can be regarded as a “science of critique,” although the
diversity of critical approaches across different schools of thought highlights the need
for theoretical inquiry into shared criteria of criticism. Within this context, classical
traditions of sociology such as Marxism and structuralism, while maintaining a
critical outlook, did not regard social criticism as their central mission. In contrast,
later schools of thought—most notably the Frankfurt School, feminism, postcolonial
studies, and postmodernism—have embraced social critique as a foundational and
defining task of their intellectual projects.

METHODOLOGY

The present study used a library and documentary method, because relevant
specialized texts are the only source of answers to the research questions. This method
is qualitative in nature and is based on systematic analysis and inference from data
and written sources. The data were collected through convenience sampling and
theorizing from sources related to the schools under study, and after classification,
they were analyzed in a structured manner. The documentary method involves
descriptive, interpretive, and critical examination and focuses on the explicit content
of documents as the basis for analysis, rather than the researcher’s subjective
interpretation. Accordingly, this method enables a rigorous, coherent, and well-
founded examination of the theories and perspectives relevant to the research.

FINDINGS

All four theoretical perspectives examined in this study—the Frankfurt School,
feminism, postcolonial studies, and postmodernism—adopt a critical view of the
social world. Each defines social criticism based on its own epistemological and
ontological assumptions, yet common criteria can be identified across these
perspectives.



1. Social Construction of Reality:

All of these schools believe that social realities are neither inherent nor eternal, but
are constructed through the interactions of social groups. Due to power inequalities
between groups, these realities often reflect the interests of dominant groups. The
Frankfurt School focuses on the role of power, ideology, and dominant discourses in
shaping social reality; Feminism sees gender realities as a product of patriarchal
domination; Postmodernism emphasizes challenging truth and accepting a plurality
of meanings; And postcolonial studies show that the realities of non-Western social
communities are shaped through distorted and hegemonic representations.

2. Political Nature of Critique

Criticism, in all four schools, is a theoretical activity and political action that
confronts structures of power and domination. The Frankfurt School deals with
exposing dominant ideologies and the reproduction of inequalities; Feminism
criticizes patriarchal structures and gender inequality; Postmodernism questions
established grand narratives; and Postcolonial Studies targets colonial and neo-
colonial structures, emphasizing decolonization of knowledge and redefinition of
identities.

3. The issue of subordinates

All of these schools emphasize attention to marginalized or subordinate groups. In
the Frankfurt School, the subaltern include the working class and those influenced by
media ideologies; in Feminism, women and gender minorities are given attention; In
postmodernism, the subaltern is seen as a product of power networks and social
discourses In postcolonial studies, colonized peoples and non-Western societies are
considered subaltern. These schools emphasize defending the rights of the subaltern
and amplifying their voices.

4. Critique as Revelation

In all four schools, criticism serves as a tool to reveal the hidden mechanisms of power
and domination. The Frankfurt School focuses on revealing hidden ideologies and
the logic of instrumental rationality; Feminism focuses on exposing patriarchal
structures and socially imposed gender roles; Postmodernism reveals the instability
of absolute truths and the influence of power on knowledge; and Postcolonial Studies
exposes colonial discourses and the process of “othering.”

5. Critique as a Means of Emancipation

All four schools maintain that criticism should be emancipatory, challenging
domination, false ideologies, and entrenched power structures. In the Frankfurt
School, emancipation is achieved through critical awareness and ideological critique;
in Feminism, through redefining gender roles and challenging patriarchy; in
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Postmodernism, by deconstructing grand narratives and embracing plurality; and in
Postcolonial Studies, through decolonization and reclaiming marginalized voices.

Collectively, these four approaches demonstrate that social critique is not only a
theoretical analysis but also a political action, a tool for exposing structures of
domination, and a means for the emancipation of the subaltern.

CONCLUSION

The research findings show that all four theoretical approaches examined—the
Frankfurt School, feminism, postcolonial studies, and postmodernism—take a
critical approach to the social world and define social criticism based on their own
epistemological and ontological assumptions. Despite their theoretical differences,
the five key concepts—'social construction of reality,’ "politicalness,' ‘the issue of the
marginalized," 'disclosure,’ and 'emancipation'—are common to these schools and
play a fundamental role in analyzing and critiquing power structures.

These schools believe that social realities are not absolute and are always socially
constructed; therefore, inequalities, forms of domination, and dominant narratives
must be reviewed and critiqued. In this framework, social critique is simultaneously
a political act that challenges discursive, institutional, and cultural forms of
dominance, while reclaiming the voices of the underprivileged—from workers and
women to colonized peoples and cultural minorities.

The process of disclosure, as the central task of social critique, exposes the hidden
mechanisms of power and domination and creates the conditions for emancipation.
Liberation from domination, within each school and depending on its specific
context, entails confronting capitalist ideologies (Frankfurt), redefining gender roles
and critiquing the patriarchal system (feminism), decolonizing and reconstructing
subordinate identities (postcolonialism), and dismantling grand narratives while
embracing plurality (postmodernism). These results indicate that social critique is a
multifaceted tool, simultaneously facilitating theoretical analysis, political action, and
the pursuit of liberation.

NOVELTY

The present study adopts a comparative approach to examine various dimensions of
critique across four critical schools of thought. While acknowledging the
epistemological differences among the studied schools, it identifies shared categories
to establish a conceptual link between them, thereby clarifying the nature of social
critique. This perspective on social critique represents one of the novelties of the
present research.
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