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Abstract.

This dissertation provides a critical evaluation of Kantian themes in the work of Jurgen 

Habermas. This is done by drawing largely on the thought of Hegel and Adorno. The basis 

for the critique is the conviction that Kant does not provide the best model for critical theory 

and that Kant’s thought is limited in its critical potential. Conversely, Hegel and Adorno 

provide a much better guide. Prior to Habermas, the critical theory of the Frankfurt School 

was largely Hegelian in inspiration and form. This was most evident in the commitments to 

dialectics and to historicity. Habermas transformed critical theory in such a manner as to take 

it further away from its roots in Hegel and closer to Kant. He reads Hegel in a particular 

way, associating dialectics with absolutist tendencies, or in the case of Adorno, with aporia 

and fatalism. These “misreadings” lead him to reject dialectical logic and to jettison a thicker 

conception of critique opened up by Hegel’s critique of Kantian formalism, and Adorno’s 

continuation of it. As a result, Habermas retreats into formalism and reduces the utopian 

potential of critical theory to a proceduralist account of justice. This account not only loses 

the perspective provided by the Hegelian conception of reconciliation, understood as the 

overcoming of human suffering in the broadest sense, it also reiterates many of the dilemmas 

of Kantian thought, most obviously, the inability to connect theory and practice, a connection 

that forms the basis of any credible critical theory. Some recent attempts to develop the 

Habermassian paradigm are considered and, despite being seen to correct some of 

Habermas’s more obvious shortcomings, are found wanting. The dissertation ends by 

contesting Habermas’s reading of the Hegelian tradition in critical theory and by providing an 

account of why that tradition needs to be recovered.
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Introduction.

For the past 40 years Jurgen Habermas has been the most influential proponent 

of critical theory stemming from the Frankfurt School tradition. More than any of 

his precursors he has become an internationally respected name on university syllabi 

across several disciplines, taking critical theory away from the intellectual margins, 

where it has so self-righteously dwelled for too long, and into academic mainstream. 

This is partly because he has distanced himself from what has appeared to many, 

especially in Anglo-American academic culture, as the “obscurantism” and 

presumed incorrigible elitism, fatalism and, perhaps worse, - Marxism - of this 

school of thought and sought to engage with much more intellectually respectable 

traditions such as speech-act theory, Peircean pragmatism, and Rawlsian liberalism.

The philosophical foundations of Habermas’s work in German idealism are 

often underappreciated in the Anglo-Saxon context, not least because post 

Knowledge and Human Interests (1978) Habermas has done a fairly good job of 

concealing them or downplaying them. However, this is not the case with 

Habermas’s commitment to Kant, which has persisted unrelentingly and 

unapologetically. While Habermas has traditionally sought to temper his Kantianism 

with intermittent gestures towards Hegel, these have been, for the large part, and 

increasingly in his later work, metaphysically non-committal. If we were to take 

Habermas at his word, the most pronounced Hegelian figures in his work are 

arguably those of recognition and dialogical inter-subjectivity. However, while 

Habermas is often keen to claim Hegelian credentials for these figures, his 

thoroughly undialectical manner of proceeding means that the concept of recognition 

is abstractly isolated from an understanding of the significance of its relation to 

concrete experiences of its opposite - to misrecognition - while his notion of inter

subjectivity is more at home in a neo-Kantian appropriation of Peirce’s concept of an 

ideal communication community.

This dissertation focuses on Kantian themes in the main body of Habermas’s 

work and attempts critically to evaluate those themes, largely speaking, in the 

context of Hegel’s critique of Kant. However, the focus is not limited always and 

necessarily to Hegel’s own writings. The critiques offered are either one’s Hegel has 

made himself, applied here to Habermas; one’s which have been made by followers
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of Hegel; or one’s which are contiguous with and/or are inspired by, Hegel’s 

dialectical and anti-formalist phenomenological approach.

Chapter 1 focuses on the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, and its critique in that 

of Hegel. Critical theory of the Frankfurt tradition has always sought to take leave 

philosophically from the intellectual space between Kant and Hegel. In order more 

fully to understand the origins and possible futures of critical theory it is necessary 

continually to revisit this space. We will present Kant’s theoretical and practical 

philosophy in detail so as to make fully clear in subsequent chapters the continuities 

between Kant’s project and Habermas’s at the various stages of the latter’s 

intellectual development. Hegel’s critique of Kantian reason and the radically 

different approach to philosophy and critical reflection that he adopts will also be 

dealt with in detail in order to make accessible for later analysis an alternative vision 

of critical theory. After seeing Hegel reveal the essentially antinomial nature of 

Kant’s thought, we will see that it is above all Hegel’s focus on the negative power 

of reason that places limits on Kant’s philosophy of the will, demonstrates the 

underlying dialectical continuities between Kantian dualisms, and establishes a 

philosophy of freedom that is fully cognisant of reason’s moment of dependency - of 

the Other.

Chapter 2 moves directly onto Habermas beginning with his early 

epistemological writings, through to his magnum opus Theory of Communicative 

Action. It will be seen here how Habermas’s approach to critical theory recapitulates 

many of Kant’s guiding premises and suffers from the same essential tensions whose 

critique has been anticipated by Hegel. Chief amongst these will be Habermas’s 

non-dialectical dualism between nature and freedom which leads to a limiting of 

philosophy to formal concerns. This is seen most clearly in Habermas’s explicitly 

moral-philosophical writings which will be the subject of Chapter 3. There we will 

see Habermas’s Kantianism at its clearest in his transcendental derivation of a purely 

procedural ethic, and the attendant dichotomies between the right and the good, 

desire and duty. Through an appreciation of Hegelian and neo-Hegelian arguments, 

we will see Habermas’s transcendental project undermine itself through an 

exhibition of a combination of circular reasoning, terminological equivocation and 

general intellectual shiftiness. These strategies are adopted in order to sustain the 

fundamental non-dialectical dualism between nature and freedom in the face of its
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manifest inadequacy, for the purpose of yielding a normative foundation that has all 

the security and certainty of an a priori fact of reason.

Chapter 4 engages with two thinkers who have sought to extend and develop 

Habermas’s critical-theoretical paradigm whilst attempting to absorb some of the 

more obvious criticisms that have been levelled at it - Seyla Benhabib (1986) and 

Maeve Cooke (2006). Benhabib sets herself the task of redressing the balance 

between Kant and Hegel in Habermas’s thought at the same time as making some 

concessionary gestures to the first generation of the Frankfurt School. Cooke, on the 

other hand, moves further afield, attempting to assimilate insights from other 

traditions of critical theory whilst giving added attention to the voice of Frankfurt’s 

most recent proponent Axel Honneth. It will be seen that in their differing ways both 

Benhabib and Cooke insufficiently extract themselves from Kantian antinomialism 

and fail to do justice to the Hegelian legacy. This is noticeable in their misreading of 

Adorno and Hegel, and in their fundamentally undialectical manner of thought.

This sets the scene for Chapter 5 which attempts to open the door to a greater 

appreciation of the foundations of critical theory in the dialectical critique of 

bourgeois reason. This critique is initiated by Hegel and carried on by the first 

generation of the Frankfurt School, most prominently in Horkheimer and Adorno’s 

Dialectic of Enlightenment, and subsequently in Adorno’s later oeuvre. However, 

the great obstacle standing in the way of a return to this dialectical tradition is 

Habermas himself whose highly influential reading of it rests on a fundamental 

misreading. Practically all the major adherents of critical theory after Habermas, 

including Wellmer, Honneth, Benhabib, Cooke, Ferrera and others, have accepted 

Habermas’s own account of the rise and fall of dialectical critical theory up to and 

including Adorno. Our concluding argument will be, therefore, that this account is 

fundamentally wrong, and that this needs to be appreciated in order to rescue critical 

theory from its Kantian restrictions and antinomies and in order more fully to realise 

its original goals whose philosophical expression is to be traced to Hegel’s critique 

of Kant.

It should be pointed out here that the dissertation does not really engage with 

the work of Axel Honneth. This is for two main reasons. Firstly, it is mainly a 

critique of Habermas from an Adomian/Hegelian perspective. The resources for 

such a critique are to be found primarily in the works of Hegel and Adorno which 

are, of course, voluminous. Issues of space, scope and focus have meant, inevitably,
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that not everything I would have liked to include could be included. Secondly, while 

Honneth’s thought is interesting both in its own right and also in the potential it 

holds to shed further light on the pitfalls and promises of Frankfurt School thought, I 

do not believe, ultimately, that the shift in perspective it brings marks a radical 

enough departure from the Habermassian paradigm to compete with Adorno and 

Hegel. The particular achievements of Honneth contra Habermas seem to me to be 

ones that have either been derived from Hegel and Adorno, or which could easily be 

anticipated by them. Of course, such a claim would have to be substantiated by 

subsequent work.
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Chapter 1.

Philosophical Preliminaries: Kant and Hegel.

Section 1.

The Antinomies of Kantian Reason: From Transcendental Idealism to the 

Alienated Moral Will.

1.1.1

Introduction.

Since at least the publication of Theory of Communicative Action a fissure has 

opened up in the body of thought which has gone by the term Frankfurt School. The 

philosophical foundations of this school, prior to Habermas, were clearly identifiable 

as lying in a Hegelian appropriation of Marx and in Hegel’s critique of Kant (Dubiel, 

1985; Held, 1980; Jay, 1973; Kortian, 1980; Marcuse, 1960; Rush, 2004). As the 

father of German critical philosophy, Kant has always occupied a prominent place in 

Frankfurt School thought. But prior to Habermas, the attitude towards Kant had 

been highly ambivalent, often suspicious, and always mediated via Hegel’s critique.

With Habermas this changed and with this change a wholly new orientation to 

critical theory was established. Perhaps a good way initially to characterise this 

philosophically is in Habermas’s own recently stated terms as a move “from Kant to 

Hegel and back again” (2003: Ch.4). But this could also be misleading, for it 

suggests, amongst other things, that there is indeed a way back to Kant from Hegel. 

Habermas can certainly be seen to begin from Kant in many fundamental respects; it 

is quite clear too that the Kantian elements that shape his early thought persist in, and 

possibly even gain firmer grip of, his later thought. There is also no doubt that 

Habermas has sought to incorporate Hegelian insights quite liberally throughout his 

career. But key components that contributed to making Frankfurt School critical 

theory distinctively Hegelian have been forsaken. Most conspicuous amongst these 

is Hegel’s dialectical method, responsible for uniting in a speculative manner the 

Kantian dualisms: concept and intuition, nature and freedom, subject and object, self
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and other, and in many respects constituting the life-pulse of critical theory’s utopian 

vision.
Any attempt to recover this utopian spirit needs to begin at source - in Hegel’s 

critique of Kant. In what follows we will present a comprehensive overview of 

Kant’s critical philosophy in its theoretical and practical dimensions before moving 

on to consider some of Hegel’s most forceful and characteristic criticisms. This will 

provide a necessary prelude to our subsequent critical analysis of Kantian themes in 

Habermas’s work, and their vulnerability to dialectical critique.

1.1.2
The Sovereignty of Reason.

As is known, Kant attempted to provide legitimacy to a concept of reason as 

wholly self-determining and to underwrite the dignity of man by furnishing an 

account of autonomous free agency. This aim was perhaps nowhere more pithily 

expressed than at the beginning of his essay entitled What is Enlightenment? (1949) 

in the oft-quoted passage concerning man’s emergence from his self-imposed 

minority {Mundigkeit)\ Such legitimacy was needed in order to reassure 

Enlightenment reason in the light of the demise of ecclesiastical and monarchical 

authority, and the scepticism that had emerged in its wake (Burtt 2003; Cassirer 

1979; Dupre 2004). The Enlightenment’s need to reassure itself about itself, which 

arises in the wake of its rejection of tradition and authority as possible sources of 

knowledge, is what generates the general quest for foundational certainty, a quest 

epitomised by Descartes’ Meditations and which culminates in the self-undermining 

scepticism of Hume’s Enquiry.

Hume’s global scepticism regarding any and all synthetic a priori knowledge, 

most famously the concepts of cause and the self, can be seen as the logical outcome 

of the failure of the early Enlightenment to live up to its stated intentions of 

grounding reason purely out of its own resources. By synthetic a priori knowledge 

we mean knowledge which is neither analytic (e.g. all unmarried men are bachelors) 

nor based on sense-experience. It is knowledge which extends existing knowledge

"Enlightenment is man's emergence from his self-imposed minority. Minority is the inability to use 
one's understanding without another's guidance. This minority is self-imposed if its source lies not 
in a lack of understanding, but in a lack of decisiveness or courage. Sapere Aude\ Have courage to 
use one's own understanding is thus the motto of Enlightenment." (1949: 286, translation altered).
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by means of non-empirical means. For Hume, such “knowledge” was the bogey 

man of philosophy, because there is no way to verify it, once its connection with 

sense-experience had been broken, therefore tending to encourage an unrestrained 

metaphysical fancy that confers existence upon any conceivable object that the 

imagination is capable of conjuring up.

For Hume, the concept of cause was such a concept because it was not 

analytically derivable from the notion of an event per se, nor was it something that 

was ever itself observed; rather, it was interpolated into our observations of constant 

conjunctions, or regular sequences of events, on the basis of merely customary, and 

therefore essentially subjective, expectation. For Hume, then, knowledge was either 

empirical or it was analytic, and because the concepts of self or of cause were 

neither, they were to be “committed] to the flames” along with all other speculative 

claims (Hume, 1975: 165). This provides the immediate backdrop to Kant’s project 

establishing the limits of pure reason.

It is in light of Hume’s sceptical challenge that Kant proposes to institute a 

“tribunal of reason” (CPR: 9) before which the claims of reason, both theoretical and 

practical, can be assessed, and its conflicts resolved. For Kant (CPR: 44, 55, 127, 

606), Hume was absolutely right in challenging the residue of metaphysics that 

remained in the speculative systems of European rationalism, evident in their 

concepts of e.g. substance, soul, immortality and God; he was also right to throw 

into question the validity of our notions of causality and the self and to emphasise 

the criterion of sense-experience for all epistemic claims. He states that Humean 

scepticism, while not being able to provide an ultimately satisfactory account of 

knowledge, still “prepares the way” (CPR: 612), providing a temporary “resting 

place” rather than a “dwelling-place for permanent settlement” (CPR: 607).

But Kant thinks Hume went too far in his sceptical attack: his general 

scepticism led Hume to reject not only the traditional catalogue of speculative 

objects entertained by the Schools and their rationalist successors, but also to 

repudiate reason as such, substituting it with the imagination, and enslaving it to the 

passions (Hume, 1986: 462).

For Kant, a rejection of the possibility of knowledge of unobservable 

speculative entities does not license a wholesale repudiation of reason itself. In 

particular, Kant is fighting to preserve from the clutches of scepticism the integrity 

of both empirical natural science, and our everyday notions of moral dignity and
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autonomous human agency. As both presuppose categories not given in empirical 

intuition (e.g. causality or a unitary and spontaneously active self), both lack 

viability on a Humean account. The possibility of their vindication will only arise if 

reason is able to turn its critical attention upon itself - on the instrument or “organ” 

(CPR: 33) of knowledge - and in so doing establish once and for all the legitimate 

sphere of its own employment: its sources, capacities and limits - its jurisdiction.

1.1.3
Phenomena, Noumena and the Copernican Turn.

We said that Kant intended to rescue natural scientific knowledge from 

scepticism and put it on firm grounds. Kant thinks that in order to do this some 

radical moves are needed. Firstly, the foundational distinction between phenomenal 

and noumena is instituted, and knowledge is limited to knowledge of the former. As 

is known, the phenomenal world is the world of possible experience, the only world 

we can know, marking an important concession to Hume. The noumenal world 

transcends experience in the most radical sense of the term. As such, it is unknown 

and unknowable, although it can be thought and acts as a limiting concept by means 

of which sensible intuition is tamed from its desire to go beyond experience (CPR: 

272).

The next step is even more radical and is perhaps the singularly most important 

move in Kant’s thought, not to mention the most influential. This is the so-called 

Copernican turn. Kant’s (CPR: 22) Copernican turn amounts to reversing the 

normative order of priority between the object and the subject in philosophical and 

common sense thought alike. Kant takes it that prior to his reversal it was assumed 

that the mind should conform to objects and not vice versa. But Kant thinks it is 

precisely this assumption that invites scepticism because achieving a priori certainty 

has proved impossible on its basis. Conversely, it is only if we reverse the order of 

priority and make the object - counter-intuitively, we might say - conform to the 

subject that dogmatism can be avoided and scepticism defeated.

Kant makes the object conform to the subject by making the subject its creator. 

On this account, “objects” will no longer be considered mind-independent. 

Anything mind-independent pertains to the noumenal realm, a transcendental X 

about which nothing determinate can be said and which is therefore “nothing to us”

8



(CPR: 135). “Objects” - determinate things that are known, indeed nature itself as 

the totality of experienced objects and the laws holding between them, are things that 

are determined by the mind itself, through its own synthetic activity. This 

supposition is the basis of Kant’s Idealism and is what will allow him to assert the 

existence of a priori synthetic knowledge and ground natural science on apodictic 

foundations.

The creation of objects is deemed to depend on the cooperation of two discrete 

faculties - sensuous intuition and the logical understanding, their presumed mutual 

inter-dependence giving rise to Kant’s famous assertion that “thoughts without 

content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind” (CPR: 93). As is known 

the groundwork for this is laid by the arguments (or assertions!) of the 

“Transcendental Aesthetic” that seek to demonstrate the so-called “transcendental 

ideality” of space and time. This curious doctrine makes space and time, quite 

idiosyncratically, properties of the mind by characterising them as forms of 

sensuous intuition. Kant refers to these forms as “pure” because he wants to 

emphasise their independence from all empirical sensuous content (CPR: 66). 

Regardless of whatever empirical content “hits” the senses, it will always be subject 

to a transcendental ordering according to the intuitive forms of space and time.

Thus, determinate objects of experience are thought to be formed by means of 

judgments, carried out by a transcendental self, which subjects the minimally 

ordered matter of sense to a categorial ordering by the higher-order faculty of the 

understanding (CPR: 160). The understanding is said to be the seat of pure concepts 
or categories, twelve in number2, that function as rules for the seifs legislative 

activity directing it to unify sensuous material in determinate ways (CPR: 113).

What is important to grasp here is that the ultimate origin of the empirical 

world is now taken to be the “transcendental self’, otherwise referred to as the 

transcendental unity of apperception, “the condition which precedes all experience, 

and which makes experience itself possible” (CPR: 136). Despite its foundational 

role, this self is a curious entity with a dubious ontological status. It cannot be an 

empirical self, because it transcendentally grounds experience, but it cannot be a real 

noumenal self either, coming under the category of substance, because that would 

contravene critical principles which state that noumena cannot be known. Thus it

2 Unity, plurality, totality, reality, negation, limitation, substance and attribute, cause and effect, 
reciprocity, possibility, existence, necessity (CPR: 113).
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tends to carry the status of a purely formal or logical unity, what Kant calls 

“numerical unity”, presupposed by our awareness of unity in experience (CPR: 

135/6; Gardner, 1999: 147). But this purely formal unity sits at odds with the 

implicit causal character of a self that is involved in spontaneous acts of synthesis, 

generating the unity and order of the empirical world. Despite the ambiguity, it is 

clear that the transcendental self plays an absolutely foundational role, its a priori 

necessity grounded in the fact that without it no experience would be possible: “[t]he 

manifold representations, which are given in a particular intuition, would not all be 

my representations, if they did not all belong to one self-consciousness” (CPR: 153). 

Thus, “[i]t must be possible for the T think’ to accompany all my representations; for 

otherwise something would be represented in me which could not be thought at all.” 

(CPR: 152/3).

1.1.4

Transcendental Method and the Derivation of the Categories.

We said that Kant accepts the Humean restriction of knowledge to sense 

experience. Thus, the question arises here as to the ontological status of these 

categories, for as forms imposed upon experience how can they be said to be derived 

from experience? The answer to this is that while Kant agrees that all knowledge 

begins (in a temporal sense) with experience, not all knowledge derives (in a 

justificatory sense) from it (CPR: 41). The important distinction here is between 

actual and possible experience (CPR: 610). Hume limited all knowledge to actual 

experience and thus barred a priori synthetic (trans-empirical) knowledge. Kant 

believes a form of reflection upon the concept of possible experience yields just such 

knowledge.

This form of reflection proceeds as follows3 4: Kant takes the empiricist concept 

of experience as given and asks what its acceptance presupposes. In short, Kant 

realises that the empiricist ontology paradoxically precludes empiricism. This is 

because that ontology yields a world of essentially disconnected events and a notion 

of experience as made up of successive series of atomistic impressions, with no

3 Kant's profound ambiguity has led commentators variously to identify the transcendental self with 
both the empirical and noumenal selves (see, for example, Kitcher, 1994:139; Cleve, 2003:185).
4 On this aspect of Kant's thought see Westphal (2004); Stapleford (2008); Greenberg (2008).
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principle of necessary connection in either case. But the recognition of this fact by 

the empiricist, and the types of reflection such recognition involves, presupposes a 

level of unity and coherence inconsistent with the explicit doctrine (CPR: 128; 605- 

10). In this way, Kant’s specifically transcendental method is suggested - an 

interlocutor’s asserted position is assumed, its tacit conditions of possibility 

uncovered, invariably necessitating a modification of the originally formulated 

doctrine.

It is this approach that Kant employs to demonstrate the necessity of the 

transcendental self which we encountered above, and to derive his table of categories 

and justify their synthetic a priori nature. The complexities associated with Kant’s 

deduction of the categories are legion, not least because there are many different 

deductions attempted which are often not clearly differentiated from one another and 

there is little consensus in the secondary literature regarding the details3. This is 

something we can avoid in as much as it does not bear upon our aims here which are 

more general. Suffice to say that in each case Kant attempts to demonstrate that the 

empiricist account of experience depends for its intelligibility on something it 

explicitly denies - trans-empirical logical principles - which act as rules for the 

unification of sensuous matter through acts of judgment; and Kant locates these in 

the mind.

While “subjective” to the extent that they are said to inhere in the mind, they 

are “objective” (have objective validity) to the extent that they are considered 

universal and necessary conditions of the possibility of experience as such: only on 

their basis can we render any and all experience intelligible. Nevertheless, while 

trans-empirical, their scope of application is always limited by their relationship to 

the notion of possible experience (by which Kant means sense experience) and so 

they cannot legitimately be applied to any domain for which there is not a 

corresponding sense impression.

Now before moving on a number of points need to be noted. Firstly, that the 

categorial forms are thought to be twelve in number, that these twelve are 

exhaustive, and that the categories are the only means by which unity is achieved in 

experience is not argued for by Kant but dogmatically asserted, as incapable of 

“further explanation” (CPR: 161).

5 Guyer (1987: Ch.3) gives a clear indication of this section in a section entitled "A Plethora of 
Premises".
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Secondly, while Kant asserts the mutual inter-dependency of concept and 

intuition, the manner in which Kant conceives the activity of judgment - the primary 

activity of the understanding by which unity of experience is achieved - implies a 

relation of subordination of intuitions to transcendental rules. Judgment is 

concerned with abstracting out common features of diverse representations and 

uniting or “subsuming” them under a single concept (CPR: 177) (e.g. these several 

items before me are all impenetrable and extended and may therefore be subsumed 

under the category “body”). Thus, while in the “Aesthetic” Kant tends to ascribe an 

independent, cognitive though non-conceptual role to intuition as a passive faculty 

responsible for receiving data whose source is other than the self, the demands of the 

theory of judgment, which are themselves conditioned by the transcendental idealist 

quest for an absolute certainty and security of reason, mean that this independence 

progressively gives way, and must give way, in the course of the “Analytic” as the 

intuitive aspects of experience get re-interpreted as already conceptually constructed 

(Hoffman, 1982: Ch.2). In this way the sovereignty, or what we might call, 

following Adorno (ND: 34), the “autarky” of reason is firmly established.

1.1.5

How is morality possible?

What we have just considered above in outline is Kant’s procedure for 

attempting to defend the possibility of objectively valid knowledge. We noted 

however that this was only one of Kant’s concerns, the other being the possibility of 

morality, or what amounts to the same thing for Kant, freedom. In order to come to 

grips with this we need to recall Kant’s distinction between phenomena and 

noumena. We saw that this distinction was initially drawn in order to de-limit the 

scope of legitimate knowledge. However, there is another side to it that we did not 

mention and that is its role in making room for faith (CPR: 29). Unlike Hume, Kant 

is no atheist. But because he identifies the phenomenal realm of nature with a 

mechanical, causally determined world, it is the noumenal sphere beyond nature that 

will be appealed to, that must be appealed to, as a ground for the possibility of 

morality and freedom.

The theoretical groundwork for this is provided by the “Transcendental 

Dialectic” section of the Critique of Pure Reason. The “Dialectic” constitutes an
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interesting departure from the previous sections of the Critique in that it turns its 

focus back to the speculative objects that it was the Critique’s jobs as a whole to 

exorcise from the sphere of objective experience - God, the soul, immortality. It 

does this by introducing a new faculty - that of reason, not in its generic sense as 

denoting the mind’s spontaneous activities as such, but as a specific faculty with its 

own domain of operation. This domain is that of speculative objects or ideas, for 

which no empirical intuition corresponds, but which the understanding is led to 

inexorably out of an inherent dissatisfaction with, and inability to accept, its own 

finitude (CPR: 315/62).

To give an example, the understanding is bound to sense-experience. As such 

it deals with a certain repertoire of conditioned phenomena, which is itself only a 

subset of all metaphysical truth. It deals, thus, with regular empirical events in space 

and time which are subject to the logical categories of causality, substance, 

possibility, etc., the domain of natural science. Natural science proceeds by 

identifying the empirical grounds or conditions for given sets of readily available 

phenomena in order to explain those phenomena. But in so doing, the mind is 

confronted immediately with the idea of a chain or series of conditions extending 

indefinitely, well beyond the bounds of sense. The terminus ad quern of such a 

series can only be the idea of something which conditions but which is itself without 

conditions - the undconditioned, or Aristotelian unmoved mover. This idea of an 

unconditioned, while never an object of sensuous intuition, is the necessary 

ideational corollary of the concept of the conditioned, and thus reason cannot avoid 

positing it (CPR: 386/89).

The ideas which reason deals with are divisible into three basic groups 

depending on whether the focus is on the knowing subject, the known object, or their 

unity. This gives us the ideas of the self as (metaphysical) substance, the totality of 

the conditions of all appearances, and God, corresponding to the disciplines of 

rational psychology, cosmology and theology. It should be emphasised that while 

these ideas are the traditional objects of transcendent metaphysics, Kant’s treatment 

of them carries the constant proviso that no known objects are actually held to 

correspond to them. To flag this fact Kant refers to them as problematical concepts 

which have a merely regulative function; that is, they regulate the understanding in 

its perennial quest for unity and totality (CPR: 486/515). The mistake of traditional
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metaphysics is to take what are essentially merely regulative principles and turn 

them into constitutive ones, as if they actually determined an object of experience.

To be sure, this is always the temptation of natural consciousness and Kant 

devotes an entire section to dealing with the illusions that result when this occurs, 

that is, when we assume that the ideas of reason can be applied to experience. What 

we need to focus on for our purposes however is the so-called “Third Antinomy”, 

because it is this particular section that has direct baring upon the problem of 

freedom and morality.

The “Antinomies” cover four areas within the sphere of rational cosmology in 

which reason is led into contradictions when it attempts to apply its ideas to the 

empirical world of sense. As we noted above, cosmology is a branch of 

metaphysics that deals with the totality of the conditions of appearances. Such 

conditions Kant treats under four different aspects: space and time; wholes and parts; 

the causal series; and contingency and necessity, or absolute totality. In each case 

two possible ways of conceiving the conditioned arise, each of which lies in an 

antinomal relation (i.e. contradiction) to its counterpart. For example, the existence 

of things in space and time gives rise to the transcendental idea of a spatial-temporal 

totality. No such totality is given in sense and so the attempt to apply it to the realm 

of sense will generate a contradiction between two equally plausible ways in which 

to think of such a totality, namely that the world has a beginning in time and a limit 

in space, and that the world has no beginning in time and no limit in space (CPR: 

396). Dialectical reason (when it forgets that the ideas are only regulative) is led 

inevitably into this contradiction or antinomy due to its under-determination by the 

data of sense. It is the third antinomy, the one dealing with the causal series, that 

will be the key to the transition to Kant’s moral philosophy.

The third antinomy concerns the conflict between freedom and determinism. It 

would appear to natural consciousness that if freedom is true or possible then 

determinism cannot be the whole story and, conversely, if determinism is true then 

freedom is necessarily precluded. We are led to the idea of freedom from the notion 

of a beginning to the causal series. The causal chain has to end somewhere, and the 

point at which it ends, must be thought of in terms of spontaneous generative agency 

- that is, freedom. If such freedom is not possible, then morality is inconceivable. 

Thus the vindication of morality requires a proof of freedom.
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To be sure, Kant never provides a proof of freedom’s actuality, nor does he 

demonstrate the untruth of determinism. Rather he is able to show only that freedom 

is not incompatible with determinism (CPR: 479), and he does so by theoretical fiat, 

through appeal to the two-world supposition underlying transcendental idealism. As 

we know, transcendental idealism posits the existence of both phenomenal and 

noumenal worlds. By doing so it is able to conceive of phenomena as having both 

phenomenal causes in the world of appearances (empirical aspect), and real, 

noumenal (intelligible aspect) causes lying beyond appearance. Likewise, the self is 

conceived as inhering in two worlds, and as therefore capable of being both 

determined, by prior empirical sequences, and determining, through spontaneous 

generative activity. Thus it is the belief, or we might say, faith, in our inherence in a 

noumenal realm that underwrites the possibility of freedom.

Without transcendental idealism, morality could not be upheld because it 

would succumb to the mechanism of nature. Though critical philosophy does not 

prove human freedom, it at least allows it to be thought, and this is all that morality, 

due to its essentially non-theoretical nature, requires.

1.1.6

Transition to Practical Philosophy.

The result of Kant’s theoretical treatment of these issues, then, leads to the 

negative conclusion that freedom is not incompatible with determinism, and is 

therefore possible or conceivable. This may seem like a weak basis on which to 

ground the dignity of humankind and the morality of its acts, which is why Kant 

goes further. He goes further by introducing an additional and key component that 

paves the way for the bulk of his practical philosophy. This component is the notion 

of the “practical point of view” and its primacy, intended to underwrite not simply 

the possibility but now the necessity of freedom and morality (CPR: 647; 

CPrR:l 18/9).

The idea is a simple one: it is that in matters of action, we are unable to think 

of ourselves in any other way than free. As Kant says, a human being is simply that 

“being that cannot act otherwise than under the idea of freedom” (G: 107).
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“Now I say every being that cannot act except under the idea of freedom is just 

for that reason in a practical point of view really free, that is to say, all laws 

which are inseparably connected with freedom have the same force for him as 

if his will had been shown to be free in itself by a proof theoretically 

conclusive” (G: 103).

Evidence of this comes from our immediate awareness of the moral ought.

If we were only causally determined, the primary practical question of what one 

ought to do would not arise. Given that it does arise, we cannot but assume that 

human life transcends the causal sphere of nature and partakes of a noumenal 

sphere of freedom. Freedom might also be thought to be evidenced by the fact 

that we can posit our desire, but this will not do, of course, for Kant, for reasons 

that we shall come to anon. It is the ought or Sollen that really justifies our talk of 

human’s as being free.

The transition from theoretical to practical reason consists, then, in a shift in 

the modality of freedom, a shift in our perspective from transcendental freedom as 

mere possibility, to that same freedom conceived as necessity. It is this pragmatic 

unavoidability of the idea of freedom in human life, its immanence in the very 

idea of human agency as such, that occasions talk of practical reason’s priority or 

“primacy” over theoretical reason (CPrR: 223). For theoretical reason is itself a 

product of human agency and thus a species of freedom. Of course, it may be that 

in reality, human beings are not actually free, but that what they take to be 

freedom is simply causality operating at a higher level unrecognised to them. In 

that case, freedom would be really an illusion. But this does not alter the fact of 

the requirement of the notion of freedom to the understanding of human life.

1.1.7

Actualising Freedom.

Thus far we have the idea of freedom and its connection with the moral ought. 

Now we need to enquire into the concrete possibility of freedom. The sense of 

possible here differs somewhat from the sense of possible in the third antinomy. 

There we were concerned only with bare theoretical possibility in a negative sense, 

whereas we are now concerned with its practical realisability in a positive sense.
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This means showing how human beings can actually be free in the real world, and 

Kant will signify this by moving from talk of freedom to talk of autonomy.

The notion of autonomy points directly to his idea of enlightenment in the 

essay “What is Enlightenment?” - using one’s reason without the guidance of 

another, acting from reasons which one can call one’s own. But there will be more 

involved in the framing of autonomy than this, for Kant operates with a distinctive 

conception of autonomy and moral agency. Before coming to the specifics, it must 

be emphasised that everything Kant will say will be determined by his transcendental 

idealist pre-commitments, to the a priori and to the absolute distinction between the 

noumenal and phenomenal spheres. His commitment to a priorism in practical 

philosophy as in theoretical philosophy, will lead him to seek a principle of moral 

agency - of autonomy - that is both universal and necessary, for only these criteria 

can ground morality with certainty and absolute authority, and this, together with the 

commitment to the absolute dichotomy between the two realms, will lead to that 

principle being formulated in abstraction from all empirical considerations. This will 

manifest most clearly in the practical philosophy through the fixed antithesis 

between desire and duty.

Kant’s vehement opposition to the English moral sense theorists, as well as 

prudence-based ethical systems, arises because their connecting of the principles of 

morality to empirical or teleological assumptions means that universality and 

necessity cannot be furnished (G: 99; CPrR: 136). Thus, in both the Groundwork 

and the second Critique, Kant talks of the inability of a conception of happiness to 

provide a foundation for morality because of its heterogeneous and contingent nature 

(G: 77; CPrR: 147). Heterogeneity and contingency can only yield heteronomy and 

not autonomy. What applies to the category of happiness applies to any and all 

conceptions which have an empirical base. Feelings, sentiments, moods, 

inclinations, desires, needs - all are precluded as possible bases of morality. 

Committing philanthropic acts may infuse one with a strong sense of joy because 

one takes pleasure in helping others, but such pleasure cannot underwrite the 

morality of a moral act (G: 60). Kant associates all of these empirical elements with 

the causality of nature, rather than the freedom of morality and yield only 

heteronomy rather than autonomy (CPrR: 144). Considered from a different 

perspective, empirical principles generate merely hypothetical or conditional
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injunctions (essentially subjective maxims) whereas genuinely moral injunctions 

must be absolute and unconditional, i.e. categorical (CPrR: 131).

Likewise, Kant assumes that any genuinely moral principle grounding 

autonomy must be non-teleological, which means that consideration of the 

consequences that may or may not follow, or ends that may or may not be attained, 

must be put to one side. Again, it is the fear of contingency that motivates this 

position. Thus Kant will claim at the beginning of the Groundwork that there is 

nothing unconditionally good but the good will (G: 55).

If all teleological and empirical elements are precluded what is it then that 

makes the good will good? Kant thinks he can derive the supreme principle of 

morality from an immanent analysis of the notions lying already present in the 

“common understanding of men”. His starting point is once again with the notion of 

duty, or the moral ought, “The possibility of a “pure moral philosophy ... cleansed of 

everything that might be empirical... is evident of itself from the common idea of 

duty and moral law.” (G: 52). But while such a possibility may be implicit in 

common understanding, it is likely to be corrupted by extraneous influences or 

lacking in clarity and so the philosopher is required to bring its full force and 

normative content to view. Thus a morally right act will be one that is commanded 

solely by the ought itself, i.e. out of duty and therein lies the possibility of 

transcendental freedom.

However, in everyday life we are faced with a multitude of very different 

duties depending on the contingent circumstances that confront us. Thus Kant needs 

to extract from the notion of duty something that applies universally to any duty 

whatsoever; he wants to get at the pure form of the ought, irrespective of all material 

content. His solution to this should come as no surprise given that Kant has already 

antecedently defined morality in terms of universality. If the fundamental moral 

principle has to be universal and free of empirical content what better candidate than 

the idea of universality itself? Hence, the categorical imperative: “Always act 

according to that maxim whose universality as a law you can at the same time will” 

(G: 94) becomes the fundamental a priori moral principle.

“As I have deprived the will of every impulse which could arise to it from 

obedience to any law, there remains nothing but the universal conformity of its 

actions to law in general, which alone is to serve the will as a principle, i.e., I
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am never to act otherwise than so that I could also will that my maxim should 

become a universal law” (G: 63; CPrR: 140).

The famous examples used to illustrate this idea are those of the lying promise 

and the concealment of a deposit owed to a person now deceased (CPrR: 138; G:63). 

Both are straightforward examples of the universality criterion. So, for example, it 

may be that one has determined to maximise one’s material wealth by whatever safe 

means necessary, leading to the subjective maxim “Do whatever safely necessary to 

maximise my wealth.” Next, a person whom one owes a sum of money or a deposit 

to has recently deceased, and it becomes possible to escape with that sum of money 

undetected, in accordance with one’s subjective maxim. Alternatively, one may 

calculate that should one be found out, it would cast a bad light on one’s reputation, 

undermining people’s confidence in one’s business credentials, thereby adversely 

affecting one’s future ability to maximise one’s wealth, and one may choose on that 

basis to declare or redeem the deposit in the proper manner. Neither of these 

alternatives would meet Kant’s approval, for neither of them are genuinely moral. 

Morality requires an affirmative response to the question of whether one’s acts can 

be consistently universalised:

“Now I want to know whether this maxim can hold as a universal practical law.

I apply it, therefore, to the present case and ask if it could take the form of a 

law, and consequently whether I could, by my maxim, make the law that every 

man is allowed to deny that a deposit has been made when no one can prove 

the contrary. I immediately realise that taking such a principle as a law would 

annihilate itself, because its result would be that no one would make a deposit.” 

(CPrR: 138)

The lying promise is the example used in the Groundwork and is rejected for 

identical considerations - lying about a promise undermines or “destroys” the 

institution of promise-keeping. Of course, Kant does not mean that if an individual 

chose to make a lying promise the institution of promise-keeping would literally 

collapse. But if everybody did as I do, then surely it would, and so in engaging in 

such action I am committing a pragmatic, or theory-practice (what Habermas will 

later call a “performative”) contradiction.
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To reiterate, Kant believes that this normative content of the ought is already 

present or immanent in human action as such (G: 62). Hence, he sees himself not as 

importing moral-philosophical ideals ab extra, but rather as simply analysing and 

explicating what is already present or immanent in our everyday notions of right and 

wrong. And it is on this basis of immanent analysis that he comes to his second 

auxiliary moral principle - the practical imperative - “Act so that you treat 

humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and 

never as a means only.” (G: 87; CPrR: 234)

The overriding consideration here, again, is consistency, to treat others as a 

means may be consistent with the use of one’s own subjective freedom for the 

purpose of attaining merely subjective ends, but it is not consistent with the idea of 

freedom or autonomy as a general - that is, objective - principle, and it is this 

objective quality that Kant is concerned to express, because the subjective pursuit of 

freedom and morality is only possible when the principle of subjective freedom is 

respected universally, or Uberhaupt.

It is from this perspective of the two formulations of the categorical imperative 

that we are able to understand Kant’s statement that there is nothing unconditionally 

good but the good will (G: 55). For a good will is a will that wills only the moral 

law (the categorical imperative, pure universality as such), independent of whatever 

consequences may follow or benefits that may accrue. The moral worth of an action 

comes solely from the “principle of the will without regard to the ends that can be 

effected through such an action.” (G: 61). Willing the moral law as such means not 

only ensuring in all cases that one’s subjective maxims and particular inclinations 

comply with the principle of universality in its various formulations. Merely 

ensuring external compliance would yield for Kant legality but not specifically 

morality, or genuine autonomy (CPrR: 180). These latter require additional to 

external compliance, internal acceptance of the principle of universality, so that the 

categorical imperative becomes one’s overriding subjective maxim.

1.1.8
The Moral law and Motivation.

At this point a problem begins to arise when we consider the moral law as a 

bare form in antithesis to all material and teleological factors; whence the
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motivational appeal of the moral law? In defining duty in absolute opposition to 

desire Kant seems to have deprived morality of any reason, which would be ironic 

given the nature of Kant’s enterprise of deriving morality from reason alone. The 

question arises, then, on what basis should the moral law appeal to us, why ought 

one to make the categorical imperative the primary principle governing one’s will, or 

in Kant’s own words, “How are all these imperatives possible?”, “how are they 

binding on us?” (G: 75/6).

Indeed, why ought these notions to figure in one’s life at all? With these 

questions we arrive at the lacuna at the heart of Kantian ethics, for no satisfactory 

answer is ever provided. This was always going to be a - the - problem for Kant, 

immediately he decided upon the path of separating duty from desire, freedom from 

nature, separations that have their root in the fundamental transcendental idealist 

division between the sensible and the super-sensible. Once our sensible, embodied 

natures have been excluded as bases for moral principles it becomes impossible to 

provide any coherent argument as to why we might have an interest in morality at 

all. And this explains the painful theoretical contortions evident in both of Kant’s 

key moral-philosophical texts as he attempts to come to terms with this dilemma. So 

in the early parts of the Groundwork and certain sections of the Critique of Practical 

Reason we are offered notions of “respect” and “dignity” as putative motivating 

factors (G: 93; CPrR: 181). “Respect” in this case is the respect that the moral law 

inculcates through its sublimity, whilst dignity is the feeling which is evoked on 

successfully conquering one’s inclinations.

There is no doubt that Kant invokes notions of moral feelings in the first part 

of the Groundwork and the second Critique in an attempt to fill the gap in his moral 

psychology regarding questions of motivation, although Kant himself avoids 

referring to them as such. Paul Guyer has noted this himself in a defence of Kant 

against the stereotypical image of the cold, unfeeling Kantian man who manages to 

do his duty from a sheer act of will (Guyer, 2007: 58). But Guyer fails to note how 

any inclusion of moral feelings must challenge the transcendental idealist framework 

and the abstract and absolute dichotomies it institutes, most notably, between the 

phenomenal and the noumenal. Moreover, Guyer also notes that whilst feelings may 

well accompany the moral act, they must not be (and are not) seen by Kant amongst 

that acts determining conditions qua moral act. Thus, such feelings can only have a 

dubious and unstable status within Kant’s overall moral framework which
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corresponds exactly to the equally dubious and unstable status of intuitions in his 

theoretical philosophy. Both result from his dualism.

At a later point in the Groundwork, Kant tries to offer another solution to 

motivation which invokes a more strongly metaphysical account based on the notion 

of a rational being as such (G: 103). Here Kant uses the idea of noumenal freedom 

to argue that in as much as we participate in the noumenal realm, then our actions 

cannot but be determined by the moral law; our freedom according to principles is a 

type of causality of the will, which flows out of the very idea of a rational being as 

such (G: 103/4).

Of course, this is wholly unsatisfactory because it over-determines action and 

obviates a need for a normative account of why one should obey the moral law 

(Guyer, 2007: 161; Sullivan, 1989: 283). If we are already perfectly rational beings 

inhering in the noumenal realm whose actions are determined by the causality of 

freedom, akin to a natural law, then how could we every come to perform, or be 

tempted to perform immoral acts in the first place?

In the Critique of Practical Reason this doctrine is downplayed and there is a 

reversion to the embryonic and metaphysically more modest position provided 

towards the end of the first Critique, that freedom is possible, and morality binding, 

due to the necessary conception of ourselves as inhering in two worlds: freedom and 

morality become a sort of pragmatic presupposition. But this does not solve the 

motivational problem; it merely points out that morality must be thought of as 

possible. It is perhaps for this reason that Kant finally holds up his hands in the 

second Critique and claims, rather unfortunately, that the motivational appeal of the 

moral law must be thought of simply as an inexplicable “fact of reason” (CPrR: 

142), the true origins and source of which we can never answer: “How this 

consciousness of the moral laws or - what amounts to the same thing - how this 

consciousness of freedom is possible cannot be further explained.” (CPrR: 156).

However, Kant is still perturbed by his conclusions. The problem that seems 

to worry him most is the lack of any real-world correspondence between doing one’s 

duty and attainment of happiness, a lack of correspondence that his own theory has, 

ironically, guaranteed. This is evident with his introducing into the second Critique 

the concept of the highest good - the summum bonum, as well as the other postulates 

of practical reason - God and the immortal soul. With the introduction of this 

concept the focus of morality shifts from duty for duty’s sake to duty for the sake of
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realising the most perfect harmony between morality and happiness. But Kant’s 

foundational dichotomy between morality and nature means that such harmony can 

only be postulated from an ideal, non-actual perspective with the aid of eternal life 

and a beneficent creator. Thus, as we will see when we come to Hegel’s critique, 

such postulates are really a means for deflecting the tensions - or antinomies - that 

can be seen to plague Kant’s moral theory as a result of his foundational dichotomy 

between duty and desire.

1.1.9

The Teleological Underpinnings of Kant’s Moral Theory.

Before moving on to the next section, we need to take a second look at Kant’s 

conception of freedom. As we have seen, Kant simply assumes that his theory of 

freedom and morality as bare universality is something that is lying self-evident in 

the mind of each rational subject, by virtue of their rationality, and that the moral 

law’s appeal to us must be thought of in terms of an inexplicable “fact of reason”. 

This seems a convenient manner of argument and should give us pause for thought 

as to whether the particular notion of freedom proffered by Kant is indeed as 

universal and self-evident as he supposes.

In order to address this we can do no better than follow Paul Guyer’s (2005; 

2007) lead and look to some of Kant’s earlier and lesser-known works. Guyer 

(2005) has usefully uncovered some of Kant’s explicit statements made prior to the 

publication of the Groundwork in disparate notes and lectures on the theme of 

freedom, which remain implicit background assumption to his later practical 

philosophy.6 These statements are most revealing because they help to throw light 

on the particular historical and political biases operative in Kant’s later thought and 

allow us to see what in those later works is set forward as a “fact of reason” works to 

conceal a particular value-laden conception of the relationship between the 

individual and society.

On the basis of these documents Guyer argues that Kant’s views on freedom 

can be captured by three general criteria: firstly, freedom is freedom of choice for the 

satisfaction of desire and this is our most fundamental value; secondly, this can be

6 Guyer cites evidence taken from, inter alia, Kant's lectures on moral philosophy and a series of the 
so-called Reftexionen documented in Guyer's own (2005) edited version.
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preserved only on the basis of a maximum consistency both internally, in terms of 

the complete set of our own desires over time, and externally, in terms of forming a 

harmony with the desires of everybody else. The achievement of such consistency 

would be tantamount to a state of the highest good - the ideal unity of maximum 

happiness with maximum virtue.

“The understanding is only mediately good, as a means to another good or to 

happiness. The immediate good can be found only in freedom... Hence nothing 

has an absolute worth but persons, and this consists in the goodness of their 

free power of choice. Just as freedom contains the first ground of everything 

that begins, so it is also that which alone contains self-consistent goodness.” 

(Kant quoted in Guyer, 2007:).

Valuing freedom of choice as an ultimate and unconditional value means 

valuing that capacity in all beings whom have it, hence the injunction to treat others 

always as ends and not as means. Again, valuing freedom of choice requires 

attaining an intrapersonal state of being such that one is not subject to the arbitrary 

play of inclination, as this would only hinder consistent freedom of choice. Finally, 

valuing freedom of choice as an ultimate end means establishing an inter-personal 

state of being such that the freedom of choice of one is regulated in maximum 

harmony with that of everybody else. Thus:

“Only it was necessary that our understanding at the same time projected 

universal rules, in accordance with which we had to order, restrict, and make 

coherent the efforts at our happiness, so that our blind impulses will not push us 

now here, now there, just by chance. Since the latter commonly conflict with 

one another, a judgment was necessary, which with regard to all of those 

impulses projects rules impartially, and thus in abstraction from all inclination, 

through the pure will alone, which rules, valid for all action and for all human 

being, would produce the greatest harmony of a human being with himself and 

with others.” (Kant quoted in Guyer, 2007: 17).

The perspective from which the freedom of choice of all individuals within a 

given totality can be deemed harmonious or not, can properly be seen as the “moral
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point of view”, and its being striven for as tantamount to the construction of a 

“kingdom of ends” where a complete unity and harmony of virtue and happiness is 

said to prevail.

The account provided by Guyer makes sense in light of the general 

development of Kant’s moral theory and notion of freedom as expressed in the later 

and more famous works. This is because Kant’s theory is often said to be a 

deontological account of morality and free from teleology. Kant took himself to be 

furnishing an account of morality based on freedom as such, or rationality as such, 

rather than any particular (culturally conditioned) conception of freedom. Because 

the normative content of Kant’s moral principle is already built into his definition of 

human being and human freedom this means that his arguing that his moral 

principles follow only from a definition of rationality as such and not from any tacit 

conception of human nature (G: 103/4) in fact only serves to conceal a particular 

ontology of the subject and of society.

Summary.

We started with an account of Kant’s theoretical philosophy and the radical 

move of the so-called Copernican turn. This turn was seen to involve two central 

features: the bifurcation of reality into the phenomenal world of appearances and the 

unknowable (noumenal) world of things-in-themselves; and an account of the origins 

of the empirical world of appearances as lying in the synthetic activity of the 

transcendental ego. These moves were seen to be motivated by the impulse for 

certainty and control, i.e. sovereignty, in both the theoretical and practical domains 

alike. In instituting the Copernican turn Kant introduces a revolutionary moment of 

reflexivity into philosophical thinking, as thought becomes aware for the first time of 

its own subjective contribution to the construction of the object. But the 

transcendental method by which Kant proceeds is un-historical and so the categories 

underlying experience can only be asserted as eternal and exhaustive of reality, 

derived from actually existing experience. Thus, that experience cannot itself be the 

focus of critique. His method is also un-dialectical, which means no internal relation 

can be conceived between reason and nature or self and other.

Kant’s acceptance of mechanism as the prevailing account of nature, generates 

a flight from nature as a potential source of normativity into an unknowable
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noumenal realm. In the practical domain this was seen to suggest a fundamental 

disharmony between morality and nature, duty and desire. The resulting ethics is 

merely an ethics of consistency, of freedom with itself, considered as the 

maximisation of the free-choice of individuals in the mutually disinterested 

satisfaction of their private desires, i.e. the classical liberal conception of freedom. 

Presupposed here is a particular view of society as atomistic and alienated, based on 

private property and the principle of exchange. It presupposes a particular view of 

my relationship to others, conceived always as abstract and external and as merely 

regulative barriers to the realisation of my will, rather than constitutive elements of 

it. And it presupposes a particular objectifying relation to internal and external 

nature, divesting both of ethical value. In what follows these points will be 

addressed in greater detail with the help of Kant’s keenest of critics - G. W. F. 

Hegel.

Section 2.

How is Immanuel Kant Possible? Or some elements in Hegel’s Critique of 
Kant.

1.2.1

On Learning to Swim Before Getting in the Water.

“In Kant, critique remains a critique of reason; in Hegel, who criticises the 

Kantian separation of reason from reality, the critique of reason is 

simultaneously a critique of the real.” T. W. Adorno, Critical Models?

In the Introduction (PoM: 131; PoG: 64) to the Phenomenology Hegel 

discusses a theory of knowledge which treats knowledge either as a means or as an 

instrument by which we may come to know the absolute. This theory, of which 

Kant’s is the obvious exemplar for Hegel, takes knowledge to be on one side of a 

divide and the absolute - truth, reality - to be on the other, with an unbridgeable gap 

lying between. The idea lying behind this account of knowledge is that before we

7 Adorno (1994: 77).
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can enquire into the nature of reality itself, we must have an adequate knowledge of 

the instrument or means by which knowledge is acquired.

Following through this idea to its logical end, Hegel notes that if knowledge is 

conceived as an instrument or a means through which reality is “filtered” so to 

speak, then the object of knowledge must be seen as always already “tainted”; for the 

instrument or the means will always leave its mark on the knowledge obtained. And 

if this occurs, it appears to render enquiry into reality - indeed the very notion of 

reality itself, absurd, or wholly superfluous (PoM: 131/2; PoG: 63/4).

Hegel identifies the motivating impulse for this move as a persistent mistrust 

of science and fear of falling into error - error about the nature of reality or the 

absolute (PoM: 132/3; PoG: 64/5). It is thought that if reason abandons the quest for 

knowledge of reality - of science - in favour of something closer to hand, i.e. its 

own structures and faculties - a prolegomena - then error can finally be avoided and 

absolute certainty attained. This, of course, is the essence of the idea of 

epistemology as first philosophy, and what Hegel says next shows why it is ill- 

conceived.

Hegel ingeniously identifies a problem of self-reference lying at the heart of 

this foundational account of knowledge and to challenge it he turns the critical 

principle of suspicion about reality and truth back upon that suspicion itself. He 

begins by posing the question as to whether it is not the fear of error itself that is the 

real error?:

“Meanwhile, if the fear of falling into error introduces an element of distrust 

into science, which without any scruples of that sort goes to work and actually 

does know, it is not easy to understand why, conversely, a distrust should not 

be placed in this very distrust, and why we should not take care lest the fear of 

error is not just the initial error.” (PoM: 132/33; PoG:64/5)

Hegel rejects the Kantian idea that there is a form of second order

(transcendental) knowledge that is somehow less problematic, more readily 

available, than regular, first-order scientific enquiry. That is, he questions the

presumption that one can arrive at a neutral method that is not always already a

content; that one can know before one knows; or that one can have a
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presuppositionless beginning. To assume this, Hegel says famously in the 

Encyclopedia Logic, is like wanting to learn to swim before getting in to the water:

“In the case of other instruments, we can try and criticise them in other ways 

than by setting about the special work for which they are destined. But the 

examination of knowledge can only be carried out by an act of knowledge. To 

examine this so-called instrument is the same thing as to know it. But to seek to 

know before we know is as absurd as the wise resolution of Scholasticus, not to 

venture into the water until he had learned to swim.” (Hegel, 1892: 17).

For Hegel, Kant’s transcendental knowledge has a peculiar status as a special 

form of knowledge that takes itself somehow to be exempt from its own strictures on 

first-order knowledge, and this is both logically incoherent and unacceptably 

dogmatic. Another way Hegel expresses this is through the claim that there can be 

no absolute or presuppositionless beginning in philosophy - the point of the Preface 

and Introduction to the Phenomenology of Spirit. To assume there can be, is to place 

too much faith in capacities for abstraction, and to lose sight of the extent to which 

one’s “beginning” is contingent and conditioned - a middle. The Phenomenology is 

directed to illuminating this “middle” from within. Thus, Hegel’s is an immanent 

criticism of Kantianism as first philosophy which simply applies Kant’s own critical 

standards regarding first-order scientific knowledge to second-order, transcendental 

knowledge. As such, Hegelian critique does not reject Kantian critique but rather 

radicalises it, and in so doing, transforms critique into meta-critique (Kortian, 1980; 

Walsh 2005: Ch.4).

The Kantian ego itself was not able to see itself as emerging as the result of a 

historical formative process and so cannot gain critical access to that process, or its 

social conditions. By proceeding phenomenologically, we are able to throw the 

assumptions underlying transcendental method themselves into relief; they are made 

to appear - to come on the scene - in the same manner as all other phenomena, 

subject to critical scrutiny, recovered for self-consciousness agency. Kantianism is 

now seen to constitute a form of consciousness whose genesis can be traced to a 

particular historical context. As Garbis Kortian puts it:
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“Were the critique itself to be subjected to critique and share the fate of the 

object criticised, then the ‘familiarity’ which sustains the critical enterprise 

would be revealed in its true strangeness. The discovery of the unknown at the 

heart of the well-known is the experience whereby what is known and trusted 

loses its familiarity, while the unknown which remained concealed is brought 

to light and becomes knowable.” (Kortain, 1980: 29)

In order for the Kantian project to get going it has to assume a great deal about 

its object that prejudices the matter at hand. For example, it assumes knowledge is 

an instrument or a means, and that the absolute is not already in some sense present, 

or attainable; it assumes a distinction between the subject of knowledge (ourselves) 

and the knowledge itself, or the instrument, as if the instrument were to be picked up 

and used like a tool; and perhaps most importantly, it presupposes that knowledge, as 

separated on one side from the absolute - truth and reality - is nonetheless itself 

something real and true (PoM: 133; PoG:65). But if this is so, then the very 

problems and dilemmas that led the critical philosophy to suspend realism, problems 

which gravitate around the fear of error - simply recur at the transcendental level: 

are we to think of the instrument as real or not? It is this paradox that leads Hegel to 

substitute the phenomenological method for Kant’s anti-realist representationalism.

Unlike Kant’s representationalism, phenomenology does not place an absolute 

limit or barrier between appearance and reality, thought and being, finite (human 

understanding) and infinite (absolute, the whole, God), for this leads to absurdity and 

scepticism. This can only be avoided if we make the assumption from the outset that 

perception connects us to, rather than bars us from, reality, albeit in historically 

conditioned ways - that essence already appears (Hegel, 1892: 239; Hegel, 1969: 

499/501), or that the absolute is “besides us from the start” (PoM: 131; PoG: 64). 

Kantian dualism assumes that a reality in itself lies on one side of a divide and the 

concept on the other. But what this overlooks is the fact of the concept’s existence: 

rather than opposed to being, the concept is always already a unity of thought and 

being:

“That is to say, Kant does not attain to the comprehension of that very synthesis 

of Notion and Being, or in other words, he does not comprehend existence, i.e. 

he does not attain to the establishment of it as Notion; existence remains for
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him something absolutely different from a Notion. The content is no doubt the 

same for him in what exists and in the Notion: but since Being is not involved 

in the Notion, the attempt to derive the one from the other is unavailing.” 

(Hegel, 1974: 452/3)

This unity of thought and being is invoked by Hegel’s term Die Sache selbst
o

(the real/actual thing) (PoM: 419; PoG: 285) whose concreteness is opposed to 

Kant’s “abstract” Ding an sick, the concreteness follows from the fact that it grasps 

the common, unifying ground from out of which Kantian reason has abstracted and 

divided the two terms, hypostatising them in their separateness and absolute 

isolation. It is in this operation, the manner of thinking unity in difference, without 

reducing that difference to the selfsame, that Hegel’s “speculative” and dialectical 

method consists (Hegel, 1969: 56).

This places a different light upon both Kant’s categories and the antinomies, 

inter alia. Hegel criticises Kant for the arbitrary and underived nature of the 

categories (Hegel, 1974: 439) and for their subjectivisation, (Hegel, 1892: 85/90) or 

their limitation to thought and not being itself (1974: 440). With regards to the 

antinomies, Hegel credits Kant with seeing the necessity of contradiction, in contrast 

to traditional metaphysics which always presumed to resolve a contradiction in 

favour of one of the opposed sides. But Kant, again, unjustifiably limits the number 

of antinomies to four, and, more significantly, restricts their scope to mere thought. 

Hegel, on the other hand, sees contradiction as an all-pervasive feature of the world:

“But here too Kant, as we must add, never got beyond the negative result that 

the thing-in-itself is unknowable, and never penetrated to the discovery of what 

the antinomies really and positively mean. That true and positive meaning of 

the antinomies is this: that every actual thing involves a coexistence of opposed 

elements. Consequently to know, or, in other words, to comprehend an object 

is equivalent to being conscious of it as a concrete unity of opposed 

determinations” (Hegel, 1892: 99/100).

8 For a detailed explication of this rich concept in its diverse signification see Inwood (1992: 290).
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1.2.2

Natural Consciousness, Observing Consciousness and the Dilemma of the 

Criterion.

Before coming to a more detailed examination of Kantianism as a form of 

moral consciousness, it should be noted that the sublation of Kant’s dualism between 

thought and being, or between finite and infinite, and the resulting doctrine that 

essence appears, generates the prima facie problem of providing a criterion for 

distinguishing between true and false appearances, between reality and illusion.

The original problem motivating Kantian representationalism was said to be 

the fear of error. Lying behind this fear is the ever-present figure of scepticism, 

whether in the mitigated form of Hume, or the more radical Tyrrhenian form of 

Sextus Empiricus. It could be argued that the benchmark for the success or failure of 

all foundational epistemology is provided by Sextus’ dilemma of the criterion9. That 

dilemma begins by asking after a standard by which to tell apart a true from a false 

appearance, recognising that if a standard or criterion can be given, there is nothing 

to prevent us asking for further justificatory proof of that, and so on ad infinitum.

Kant attempted to get around the problem by distinguishing phenomena and 

noumena but as Hegel shows, he does not succeed, but simply reiterates the problem 

at another (transcendental) level. Hegel acknowledges this same problem at 

paragraph 81 of the Introduction to the Phenomenology, and it is important to 

consider as it provides the basis for phenomenological method:

“This exposition, viewed as a process of relating science to phenomenal 

knowledge, and as an inquiry and critical examination into the reality of 

knowing, does not seem able to be effected without some presupposition which 

is laid down as an ultimate criterion. For an examination consists in applying 

an accepted standard, and, on the final agreement or disagreement therewith of 

what is tested, deciding whether the latter is right or wrong; and the standard in 

general, and so science, were this the criterion, is thereby accepted as the 

essence or inherently real (Ansich). But, here, where science first appears on 

the scene, neither science nor any sort of standard has justified itself as the

91 rely on Westphal's (1989) clear exposition of this aspect of Hegel's thought here. See esp. Ch.6.
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essence or ultimate reality; and without this no examination seems able to be 

instituted.” (PoM: 139; PoG: 70).

Hegel’s response to this problem is to take “natural consciousness” as the 

datum for analysis. This allows him to circumvent the dilemma of the criterion 

because natural consciousness already yields its own criteria of (in)adequacy. Any 

act of knowing is said to have a dual structure consisting of an implicit notion of an 

object (an ontological principle), and a more explicit theoretical account of that 

notion (an epistemological principle) (Westphal, 1989: 92/3). Hegel states this by 

saying that the knowing subject both distinguishes itself from and relates itself to a 

something simultaneously (PoM: 139; PoG: 70). That from which consciousness 

distinguishes itself is conceived as an “outside” which consciousness treats as per se, 

or in itself - its object. This is in contrast to that to which the subject relates itself, 

which is an “inside” or a for it. However, in both cases, the distinction between the 

inside and the outside is a distinction that falls within consciousness itself (PoM: 

140; PoG: 71). That is, consciousness is said to posit its own outside, or its own 

object, which constitutes “truth” for it. This “truth” is implicitly taken as the 

benchmark against which its own knowledge may be assessed, and the adequacy of 

the correspondence-relation between inside and outside, subject and object 

determined (PoM: 141/2; PoG: 71/2). The precise relation that exists between these 

two moments at any given time Hegel refers to as a “shape of consciousness”. 

Shapes of consciousness form the primary unit of analysis of the Phenomenology of 

Sprit.

It is the internal tensions between the two moments, sometimes referred to by 

Hegel as truth and knowledge, together with the drive for totality or completeness, 

that form the core dynamic of the Phenomenology. As progressive acts of reflection 

identify discrepancies between the two, the relationship between them, as well as the 

individual moments themselves, both the subject and (what the subject took to be) 

the object are transformed and elaborated.

In this process, no additional, externally derived or imposed, normative criteria 

are needed, since those criteria are already present to consciousness itself, and need 

only to be maieutically teased out: for Hegel, experience is always already 

normative. As observers, Hegel asks us merely to “look on” (PoM: 141; PoG: 72). 

Consciousness is able to provide its own criteria because of its essential capacity to
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objectify itself and reflect upon its objectifications. Moreover, there is a crucial 

internal relation between the forms of natural consciousness and “We” the readers or 

observers who watch this drama unfold. This means that as the terms of the relation 

between what natural consciousness takes to be its object and truth, and what it later 

subsequently takes to be the truth, the observers - We - are not left untouched by 

what we observe and experience, but are transformed in the process too. Thus the 

Phenomenology proceeds by means of the dialectical interplay, or dialogue, between 

natural consciousness (an sick), its object (fur es), and observing (scientific) 

consciousness - we the readers. This interplay combines:

“in our process of inquiry the action of the forms of thought with a criticism of 

them. The forms of thought ... are at once the object of research and the action 

of that object. Hence they examine themselves: in their own action they must 

determine their limits, and point out their defects. This is that action of thought, 

which will hereafter be specially considered under the name of Dialectic, and 

regarding which we need only at the outset observe that, instead of being 

brought to bear upon the categories from without, it is Immanent in their own 
action.” (Hegel, 1892: 84/5).

This internal relation between the object of analysis and we the analysts has 

the effect of dislodging another important Kantian dualism - that between 

theoretical and practical reason. This is because our theoretical reflections upon 

the self-formative process of Mind, on what our consciousness has come to be, 

generate insights that are practically transformative: for Hegel, theory is always 

already praxis.
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1.2.3
Duty, Duplicity and Dissemblance: Hegel’s Critique of the Kantian Moral 
Worldview.!0

In the section of the Phenomenology entitled “The Moral View of the World” 

(PoM: 615-642; PoG: 424-433), Hegel turns his attention to Kantian practical reason 

and to its immanent critique." Hegel takes Kant’s moral ego as the apex of a long 

historical development whereby humanity finally becomes conscious of itself as 

responsible for its own achievements, taking its powers of creative legislation into 

full self-possession. Such self-possession manifests itself equally in theoretical and 

practical reason alike. In theoretical reason it is evidenced by the doctrine of the 

transcendental unity of apperception, as the “I” that must accompany all its 

representations. In practical reason, it is the moral “I” that must accompany all of its 

representations, in this case, of the moral law: what counts as a reason for action can 

only be something that the moral self itself accepts as such.

In this way, as a self, conscious of its ability to make its own laws and identify 

with them, Hegel perceives a unity of sorts between universal (law) and particular 

(inclination). This is not, however, the unreflective unity of Greek ethical life, as 

dealt with in the earlier sections of the Phenomenology, but a unity enacted only 

after a long process of self-alienation and return, a process which the 

Phenomenology as a whole attempts to track. As such, the cultural consciousness 

that emerges out of this formative process is highly abstract and self-reflexive. It 

consists in an orientation that, for the first time in the history of the development of 

the European mind, makes itself and its own cognitive and volitional capacities and 

activities the central focus of self-conscious, critical examination. This is evident, as 

we have seen, in Kant’s Copernican turn.

For Hegel, the Kantian system, and the self that emerges from it, represents a 

state of unprecedented reflexivity, and yet, are deemed not reflexive enough. The 

Critique of Pure Reason which sought to place everything before the tribunal of

10 There are many angles into Hegel's critique of Kant's practical philosophy. I have chosen to give 
greater attention to the critique in the Phenomenology because it is less familiar than those which 
begin with the Philosophy of Right or with the essay on Natural Law, and yet is, I believe, 
phenomenologically richer. Nonetheless, other sources are considered too, where deemed relevant.
11 Although the moral worldview is taken by Hegel to represent a general attitude or moral 
understanding not limited to a single proponent, it is beyond question that Kant is the chief target of 
Hegel's critique. "Kant", "Kantian" and "moral worldview" will therefore be used interchangeably.
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reason must itself be critically interrogated in light of its own ideals. Without this 

double manoeuvre, of critiquing the critique, (or of negating the negation, for 

Enlightenment is defined by its abstract negativity towards the positivity of the 

merely conventional or traditional), critique risks succumbing to the dogmatism it 

sought to displace.

Most specifically, in this context, the Kantian moral self lacks the level of 

reflexivity that would allow it to view itself and its legislative capacities as historical 

achievements, rather than as given a priori: it fails to recognise the heteronomous 

grounds of its autonomy. As such, the unity between universal and particular in the 

Kantian moral worldview cannot be seen as a social and political task, but exists 

simply as posited immediacy, not concretely mediated and worked for. The resulting 

relation between the two poles is static and lifeless, leading to the claims of the 

universal gaining priority. The particular that results is insubstantial and lacking in 

concreteness. It is the formal, undifferentiated particular of liberal law:

“...the two [the particular and universal] are therefore not in a relational process 

with regard to one another: the universal is in it without distinction, and is 

neither the content of the self, nor is the self filled by itself ....the universal is 

object and content of the self, and its universal actuality. But the universal has 

not there the form of existence detached from the self: in this mode of self it 

therefore gets no filling, no positive content, no world.” (PoM: 645; PoG: 
445/6)12

In the Logic this feature is presented as the “empty” or “abstract” universal 

(1969: 610) that fails to recognise its need for determinacy in order to exist at all, 

generating a state of indifference to the internal differentiation of its moments - 

individual people13. Its mirror opposite is the undifferentiated particular that equally 

does not recognise its dependency on the universal, generating a state of atomistic 

mutual indifference. Hegel opposes to both of these - the abstract universal and the

12 The problem identified here bears analogy to that of the famous opening chapter of the 
Phenomenology on sense-certainty, where an immediate unity or identity is posited between self 
and object. In sense-certainty the self was not able to see its unity with its object as mediated by 
socio-cultural categories, and here too, the Kantian moral ego is posited as an immediate unity (1=1) 
without grasping itself as the contingent movement of history. Thus, further acts of reflection will 
be required to bring this fact to light.
13 Wallace (2005: 228-30) has been useful in my understanding of this aspect of Hegel's thought.
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undifferentiated particular - the notion of singularity or “concrete universal”. The 

concrete universal is a singularity at one with universality, forming its own internally 

differentiated, self-determining and unique totality: “the individual is a qualitative 

one or a this” as opposed to a mere quantity (1969: 620/1). Simultaneously, the 

universal is now conceived as “free power” or equally “free love” or “boundless 

blessedness” which “takes its other within its embrace, but without doing violence to 

it... [bearing] itself towards its other as towards its own self.” (1969: 603). The 

universal and particular are now no longer posited immediacy, but mutually 

mediated and mediating.

Kant’s moral theory has no notion of a concrete universal because on Kant’s 

view, universal (law) and particular (inclination) are held in fixed opposition. Yet, 

their opposition in Kant’s explicit theory is in tension with the dynamic and internal 

relation that exists between them in actuality. Kant cannot ignore this and the 

“Postulates of Practical Reason” are a means for managing the tension in a way that 

cannot be done within the framework of transcendental idealism alone. And this is 

why Hegel singles out the “Postulates” for his critique.

While often treated as peripheral or auxiliary to Kant’s moral theory, Hegel 

finds within the “Postulates” the truth of Kantian reason as diremption and 

disharmony. The “Postulates” were intended to bridge the gap between Kant’s 

rigorously rationalistic philosophical commitments and the limits imposed on those 

commitments by the real world. As we suggested earlier, Kant’s empirical and 

reductive conception of happiness, together with puritanical moral instincts, and a 

general a priorism conspire to generate a conception of reason as already de-natured 

and of nature as normatively empty. Hence, whatever morality is, it cannot be based 

in any sense upon our nature as sensible, embodied creatures, but requires appeal to a 

(noumenal) sphere beyond this world. This is the perspective that Hegel calls “pure 

consciousness” (PoM: 615/8; PoG: 424).

The problem with pure consciousness is that it is nowhere to be found in actual 

moral life. From the perspective of actual moral life - of actuality, no action is 

conceivable without some sensible concerns being in play, otherwise there would be 

no initial spring to action and no identification with the moral law. Kant understood 

this and recognised the internal relation between action and desire and desire and 

happiness. He was also aware, as we saw, of the fact of moral luck, that the virtuous 

often appear to suffer and the vicious prosper (G: 98; CPrR: 217). Thus, at least
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prima facie, the doctrine of pure duty - that all sensible elements ought to be 

expunged - poses a threat to the moral intelligibility of the world, which, if 

unanswered, raises the question of why one ought ever to be moral at all. This is 

compounded both by Kant’s Protestant convictions that virtue should have its 

proportionate reward, and his architectonic preoccupation with theoretical harmony. 

But ultimately it is the tacit recognition (as already evidenced in his preoccupation 

with the summum bonum) of the internal relation of desire and action that threatens 

the coherence of his account.

Certainly, this association of action and desire was implicit in the account of 

autonomous action as always grounded in reasons that could be endorsed by the 

individual concerned. All valid reasons are those taken up by the individual as a 

matter of subjective conviction - they must be reasons that align with the 

individual’s own self-conception qua concrete moral agent. As Hegel states:

“Thus the purpose, expressed as a whole along with the consciousness of its 

elements or moments, is that duty fulfilled shall be both a purely moral act and 

a realized individuality, and that nature, the aspect of individuality in contrast 

with abstract purpose, shall be one with this purpose” (PoM: 617; PoG: 426).

Hegel points out that this central, and centrally important, Kantian doctrine 

gives expression, albeit implicitly, to an alternative account of action to the one 

following from the perspective of pure consciousness, and precluded by Kantian 

dualism. This is the sense in which the successful realisation of a purpose invariably 

brings with it a sense of gratification or “enjoyment” (PoM: 616; PoG: 416). From 

the abstract perspective of pure consciousness, there is a neglect of the moral act as 

the concrete realisation of a goal. As such, the ways in which moral action is always 

already united with nature is systematically concealed. This unity arises simply from 

the fact that like all acts, moral acts actualise a purpose. Thus, satisfaction will 

follow success here as elsewhere in the domain of action. Moreover, this is not the 

contingent empirical satisfaction that Kant sometimes considered as attaching to the 

performance of duty (e.g. G: 59), but a necessary satisfaction internally related to the 

concept of action itself.

Hegel sees this unity of duty and desire as immanent in the form of Kantian 

reason. However, the combination of an explicit reductive empiricism in the
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conception of nature, and a priori rationalism at the level of morality, means that this 

unity is not capable of being thematised, of being accommodated as an explicit 

thesis. At the same time, the requirement of unity cannot be successfully subdued 

either. It is the simultaneous need for unity and disunity which marks Kantian moral 

theory as antinomial - as committed to fundamentally opposed principles. The 

“Postulates” are essentially the means of deflecting this fact.

Thus, we have an initial tension between two perspectives at play in the moral 

worldview. From the perspective of “pure consciousness”, sensibility is to be 

excised from action, and only then can such action be considered moral, morality 

being equivalent to action done in accord with the law. From the perspective of 

actuality - the concrete realisation of the essence (of the moral law), i.e. practice - 

the claims of sensibility and morality always co-exist in one consciousness, for 

otherwise there would be no initial spring to action and no identification with the 

moral law (PoM: 618/9; PoG: 427/8).

It is the first postulate - the unity of morality and nature - that is intended to 

silence this conflict. This occurs by way of the summum bonum, the highest good. 

As we earlier remarked, the highest good represents the unity of nature and morality 

from an ideal, non-actual perspective. By conceiving it thus, Kant makes the unity 

of the two components into a moral task - something that is not, but ought to be.

On this view, morality is no longer being defined in tenns of law per se, but in 

terms of a fundamental struggle, with the goal of bringing sensibility into conformity 

with moral demands, rather than eradicating it. Thus we have two apparently 

different and competing versions of what morality consists in, depending on whether 

our view point is pure consciousness or concrete agency. The first defines morality 

simply in terms of a realisation of pure duty and precludes acts carried out on the 

basis of mixed-motives; the second defines it in terms of the struggle between duty 

and desire and their being brought into conformity with one another, mixed-motives 

included. The first arises from rationalist commitments; the second is necessitated 

by a recognition of the limits imposed upon such commitments by the real world.14

Hegel (PoM: 619/20; PoG: 428) sees that once the shift is enacted to an 

account of morality as a struggle between our “higher” self which aims for moral 

perfection, and our “lower” self which strives to satisfy inclination, a paradox

14 These two tendencies in Kant's thought are responsible for generating both perfectionist and 
deontological interpretations of Kant's moral theory. See Wood (2004: Ch.7).
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ensues. The paradox consists in the fact that the successful accomplishment of such 

a struggle - the bringing into harmony of nature and duty - would immediately 

abolish morality. Thus, either morality appears to aim at its own destruction, or Kant 

has to find a way in which the struggle that defines it can be extended indefinitely, so 

as never to be brought to a definitive conclusion. As Hegel says:

“The completion of this result [of morality], however, has to be pushed away 

into the remote infinite, because if it actually entered the life of consciousness 

as an actual fact, the moral consciousness would be done away with. For 

morality is only moral consciousness qua negative force; sensibility has merely 

a negative significance for the consciousness of pure duty, it is something 

merely “not in conformity with” duty. By attaining that harmony, however, 

morality qua consciousness, i.e. its actuality, passes away, just as in the moral 

consciousness or actuality its harmony vanishes.” (PoM: 619/20; PoG: 428).

It is to the silencing of this conflict that the postulate of the immortal soul is 

introduced.

Kant begins with an account of sensibility as that which is not in conformity 

with the demands of morality - an absolute dichotomy. Thus, sensibility has 

“negative force” for morality - it is that which morality continually negates. At the 

same time, the internal connection between sensibility and action cannot be 

circumvented, and so the highest good is postulated to bridge the gap. But if that 

unity which the highest good symbolises were actually achieved, it would mean that 

Kant’s initial rendering of morality as absolutely opposed to nature would be refuted. 

Therefore, it is necessary to hold that unity infinitely at bay through the postulate of 

an immortal striving that extends beyond the confines of this world.

In the Logic (1969: 137-154) this ceaseless striving represented by the Kantian 

Sollen (the “ought”) in its form of the postulate of immortality is expressed by the 

figure of the bad (or spurious “schlechte”) infinite. This perplexing figure and its 

critique mark an essential constituent of Hegel’s philosophy of freedom (Wallace, 

2005: 77), as the unity of the finite and the infinite. The bad infinite is an infinite 

conceived of as perpetually beyond and as straightforwardly opposed to the finite. 

Hegel points out, firstly, that if infinity is conceived in this rigidly dualistic way then 

it has to be thought of as limited by what stands in opposition to it, i.e. finitude

39



(1969: 137/9). But if this is so, then the conception does not live up to its claims, for 

true infinity cannot be so limited. Thus there is a paradoxical quality to the Kantian 

conception of infinity, involving both a denial of finitude and a failure to transcend it 

(Wallace, 2005: 77).

Hegel seeks to replace Kant’s bad infinite with a good or true infinite. True 

infinity is not conceived as the simple denial or abstract negation of finitude but 

rather finitude’s own concrete self-supersession. In this way, finitude and infinity 

are no longer rigidly opposed to each other: infinity is taken to inhere in the very 

essence of finitude as its moment of self-transcendence (Hegel, 1969: 138).

After dealing with the postulate of immortality Hegel moves on to consider a 

further set of problems and paradoxes (PoM: 621-23; PoG: 429-31) relating to the 

apparent contingencies of actual moral life and the need to neutralise them for the 

sake of moral certainty. The first of these contingencies relates to the lack of a 

guarantee that despite all our infinite striving, happiness and virtue might eventually 

coincide, and in a proportionate manner. A guarantee seems to be needed in order to 

meet the motivational problem that results from the absolute antithesis of morality 

and nature. On the other hand, a guarantee would conflict with the need to keep 

morality and happiness continually in tension, in the sense discussed above. Thus, 

there is a simultaneous necessity for the coordination of morality and happiness to be 

conceived as an infinite task and realisable - something both impossible and 

necessary (PoM: 620; PoG: 428).

Secondly, there is an issue of moving from knowledge of the moral law to 

knowledge of what to do in concrete circumstances, something about which Kant 

was notoriously vague. Again, Hegel notes that once confronted with the necessity 

to act, the abstract simplicity of the pure will which wills only bare duty comes into 

opposition with a world that defies that abstract simplicity (PoM: 621; PoG: 429). 

The world of moral action is infinitely complex and requires an equally infinite 

repertoire of moral response. Doing the right thing unequivocally would also require 

knowledge of all the circumstances far beyond human capability. Thus, it transpires 

that determinate duties can never be enacted with the same degree of moral certainty 

as can pure duty. However, since action must occur, and since all action involves 

determinate duties which are necessarily context bound and marked by contingency, 

it appears one can never achieve the certainty that morality demands - can never be 

moral.
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In a similar way, Kant held that the true motives of the psyche were not 

transparent; we could never be sure whether our will was acting out of pure moral 

concern or ulterior motives (G: 67). This point feeds into the previous one, for if the 

context of moral action has an ineliminable aspect of contingency, at the level of 

volition as well as cognition, the task of making myself worthy of happiness is not 

wholly in my control and, once again, morality eludes my grasp (PoM: 623; PoG: 

431).

It is the postulate of God that plays the role of resolving this particular set of 

dilemmas. It is by way of God’s grace that moral luck is neutralised and happiness 

granted as the reward for virtue. Likewise, it is God’s intervention that guarantees 

the sanctity of determinate duties, ensuring that the impurities inevitably bound up 

with them do not become a barrier to leading a moral life. But the postulate of God 

does not resolve the dilemma of harmonising two things that have been pre-defmed 

as radically oppositional, i.e. nature and morality; it merely displaces it. Hence, what 

the postulate of God really amounts to in Hegel’s eyes is the paradoxical admission 

that ‘“there is no morally complete actual self-consciousness’; and, since what is 

moral only is at all so far as it is complete, ... ‘there is no actual existence which is 

moral’” (PoM: 626; PoG: 423).

In each of these instances discussed, Hegel sees the moral world view ridden 

with irresolvable antinomy and dualism, at one point echoing Kant’s own remarks in 

referring to it as a “perfect nest of contradictions” (PoM: 629; PoG: 434). Because 

the worldview is so tension laden, and because there is a lack of consciousness of 

this fact, the moral consciousness has need constantly to “shift” back and forth 

between the competing poles of its doctrine in order to sustain itself in the face of 

reality. At one moment the self is a moral being capable of adherence to the purity 

of the moral law; at the next moment, a sensible, impure being which relies on a 

super-sensible being beyond the actual world to sanctify its ineliminable impurity:

“Consciousness, in developing this situation, proceeds by fixing definitely one 

moment, passing thence immediately over to another and doing away with the 

first. But, as soon as it has now set up this second moment, it also “shifts” 

(verstellt) this again, and really makes the opposite the essential element. At the 

same time, it is conscious of its contradiction and of its shuffling, for it passes 

from one moment, immediately in its relation to this very moment, right over to
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the opposite ... [and]... thereby confesses that, as a matter of fact, it is in earnest 

about neither of them” (PoM: 630; PoG: 435).

In this shifting back and forth Hegel sees dissemblance and duplicity. So, 

while consciousness as pure moral consciousness claims to act solely out of duty in 

opposition to happiness, there is nonetheless a happiness lying immanent at the level 

of action which consists in the self-actualisation of one’s moral purpose in concrete 

circumstances. This happiness, which is simultaneously the unity of happiness and 

morality, is both enjoyed and denied: “Action thus, as a fact, fulfils directly what it 

was asserted could not take place at all, fulfils what was to be merely a postulate, was 

to lie merely ‘beyond’” (PoM: 630/1; PoG: 435/6. With this, consciousness 

implicitly claims that it is unserious “or not really in earnest in cancelling inclinations 

and impulses, for these are just self-consciousness making itself actual” (PoM: 631; 

PoG: 436).

If it is possible for morality and happiness to be united at all, then this harmony 

must to some extent already lie immanent in the nature of the two, for both must be 

of a kind that permits such unity. Thus, the postulation of their unity always implies 

an already existing minimum harmony (PoM: 631; PoG: 436). But if the moral 

worldview were to accept this, its rigidly dualistic self-understanding would be 

undermined, and it would be forced to give way to a more dialectical one. The 

appropriate recognition is, however, suppressed in favour of a harmony posited in “a 

misty distance beyond consciousness, where nothing can any more be accurately 

distinguished or grasped” (PoM: 634; PoG: 438).

Because the state of moral completion is not and cannot here be taken 

seriously, it seems that happiness cannot be the reward of virtue, for one will always 

be in a state of moral incompleteness, of being unworthy. Happiness can only be 

seen then as coming about through chance or caprice, unless God’s intervention is 

invoked to reward all the hard moral work. It is at this point that Hegel thinks the 

true motivation of Kantian moral concern reveals itself to have been happiness all 

along “without reference to morality”. (PoM: 636; PoG: 440).

Finally, if morality is always incomplete, Kant’s own heart-felt and lamenting 

observation that the virtuous often appear to suffer, and the vicious prosper, seems to 

be under-motivated. For from the standpoint of morality in general, we are all 

undeserving (until redeemed by God’s grace). For Hegel, anticipating the scathing
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attack on bourgeois morality levelled by Nietzsche, reflection on this state of affairs 

reveals the real ground of Kant’s comment here to be that of envy, of those who 

appear to prosper by good fortune alone, by those who do not: “Hence the sense and 

content of that judgment of experience is simply this, that happiness as such should 

not have fallen to some who have got it, i.e. the judgment is an expression of envy, 

which covers itself up in the cloak of morality” (PoM: 636; PoG: 440) Opposing 

such Kantian envy Hegel offers, by way of completion of his critique of the moral 

worldview, an Aristotelian vision of good friendship: “which ungrudgingly grants 

and wishes them, and wishes itself too, this favour, this accident of good fortune” 

(PoM: 636; PoG: 440).

1.2.4.

Beautiful Souls: Misrecognition and Forgiveness.

While romanticism is treated in a separate section immediately following the 

moral world view, both could equally be treated together for the themes that get 

played out in romanticism area already immanent in Kantianism. The central motif 

here is that of conscience, or inner conviction, which represents for Hegel a flight 

into inwardness in response to the crises of the moral worldview. The account of the 

romantic worldview is rich and complex with a series of dramatic figures being 

introduced and played off against one another. However, in general, romanticism 

represents for Hegel the most evolved form of the struggle between universal law 

and particular inclination, which achieves resolution when the two are unified 

through concrete acts of recognition and reconciliation. Because of its pivotal place 

between Kant and Hegel’s systems, and its relevance to what we have to say later, it 

will be necessary to examine it.

German romanticism represents both a break and a continuity with 

Kantianism. It represents a break in that its moral maxims are formed on the basis of 

one’s own deepest emotional and intellectual commitments as they take shape within 

the confines of a unique personal identity, as opposed to the injunctions of an 

abstract universal law. However, continuity is maintained through the fact that 

acting in accord with conviction was simply the suppressed element of the Kantian 

moral act that sought to connect moral validity with autonomous individual 

endorsement. This element became overshadowed as the Kantian agent struggled to
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reconcile its commitment to moral purity with the demands of action. Moreover, the 

notion of duty does not disappear within the romantic worldview, but is simply given 

a particularistic grounding. Whereas the moral worldview explicitly emphasised the 

universal aspect of the moral act and suppressed the particular, the romantic 

worldview reverses this order of priority, and so “It is now the law which exists for 

the sake of the self, and not the law for the sake of which the self exists” (PoM: 649; 

PoG: 449).

However, something additional enters here which has remained hidden 

hitherto. Because duty is now conceived concretely, as the expression of one’s 

moral concern towards those things and persons to which and to whom one is most 

personally committed, the moment within duty that relates the self to others - the 

for-another of duty - becomes more explicit (PoM: 649; PoG: 449). To be sure, in 

order for conscience to actualise itself, in order for it to be at all, it requires other 

consciences who are willing to recognise its act qua conscience. And in order for 

conscience to gain a secure foothold as the dominant mode of moral experience and 

expression in society at large, it presupposes a cultural milieu and institutional 

structure designed to uphold its claim. This support, for Hegel, constitutes the 

medium of universal recognition (PoM: 650/1; PoG: 449/50).

The medium of universal recognition, as expressed in the laws and mores of a 

collectivity, is always already present in the fabric of social life whichever form of 

consciousness is seen to predominate. But in the stages of consciousness examined 

by Hegel hitherto, it has remained concealed as explicit principle: the significance of 

universal recognition as the medium through which individuals actualise themselves 

as moral agents, has not yet itself been recognised. This begins to change with the 

emergence of conscience as the emphasis on duty as self-actualisation in concrete 

contexts, and in relation to particular others, brings one’s dependency on said others, 

and the universal structure of recognition as a whole, increasingly to the fore.

For the adherent of the moral worldview, what matters is sticking to the form 

of the moral law as such, and being true to one’s intentions no matter what the 

consequences - the Kantian primacy of the good will. Once duty is concretised 

however, the specific ways in which determinate duties are informed by cultural and 

situational factors becomes more explicit. Hegel mentions, by way of example, the 

way certain acts, say preserving one’s life and property, can be seen from one 

perspective as dutiful and courageous, and from another as cowardly and violent.
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Thus the success of one’s moral act qua moral act relies on achieving some sort of 

alignment between what is intended and how that intention is perceived and 

interpreted by others in light of the cultural system - its consequence for others 

(PoM: 655; PoG: 453/4). It is the perspective of the cultural system as a whole that 

constitutes the act’s “universality” - the medium of universal recognition:

“The actual reality of conscience, however, is one which is a self, i.e. an 

existence conscious of itself, the spiritual element of being recognized. Doing 

something is, therefore, merely the translation of its individual content into that 

objective element where it is universal and is recognized, and this very fact, 

that the content is recognized, makes the deed an actuality. The action is 

recognized and thereby real, because the actual reality is immediately bound up 

with conviction or knowledge; or, in other words, knowledge of one's purpose 

is immediately and at once the element of existence, is universal recognition.” 

(PoM: 650/1; PoG: 450).

This is why doing one’s duty involves not only good will but good judgment - 

phronesis, because the moral significance of acts has an objective context that one’s 

own will does not produce or control. It is the lack of awareness of this that stunted 

Kantian moral consciousness and precluded its advance into actualised essence, into 

a moral act. In turn, this prohibited the moment of recognition, because this moment 

is only realised at the level of the act - the for another. Thus, actualisation implies 

recognition.

To be sure, this aspect of universal recognition, while progressively taking root 

in the institutional life of the romantic society, is still not fully explicit for 

conscience. Hegel is tracking cultural evolution at both the socio-structural level and 

the level of individual consciousness, at the levels of an sich and fur sich. Hegel 

sometimes refers to the systemic level either as substance or as being, indicating that 

realm of reason whose cunning operates largely behind the backs of the individuals 

concerned. The substance of romantic Sittlichkeit is universal recognition. The 

movement that takes us from universal recognition at the structural level to its 

actualisation at the level of self-consciousness will be the movement from substance 

to subject (e.g. PoM: 80; PoG: 19; Hyppolite, 1974: 106).
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The substance that constitutes this form of ethical life as universal recognition 

has not yet become an explicit principle for subjectivity still tied to the particularity 

of its conscientious acts. Thus, a conflict between universal and particular is still 

operative. One way in which this conflict gains expression is in the tension between 

the self-certainty of the Ts conviction and the anxiety over its public interpretation, 

the moment’s offor-self and for-another of the act (PoM: 658-60; PoG: 456-8). Put 

differently, to the extent that one’s successful actualisation as moral agent is 

increasingly seen to be dependent upon the way in which other’s respond to the act, 

on recognition, the potential for systematic misfire, or misrecognition, is something 

that is felt all the more keenly too. The potential for misrecognition is opened up in 

the space between one’s intention and its alignment with public moral meanings 

(PoM: 663, 669/70; PoG: 459, 464/5). Before recognition can become the explicit 

orienting principle for subjectivity, misrecognition will have to be given its due, for 

it is only out of concrete experiences of misrecognition that the ethical significance 

of recognition is itself recognised (Bernstein, 1994; Rose, 1981: 72-8).

At this point Hegel isolates the separate moments that are still lacking 

reconciliation and recognition - universal and particular - and dramatises a logic of 

development for each from the perspective of their abstract separation. From the 

standpoint of the universal, conscience becomes “judging” consciousness, whilst 

from the standpoint of the particular it becomes “acting” consciousness (PoM: 667- 

9; PoG: 463-5).15

As judging consciousness, conscience remains absolutely confined within its 

own self-certainty giving rise to a self-congratulatory community of “beautiful 

souls” (PoM: 667; PoG: 462).16 The beautiful soul is a reference to a figure common 

to the romantic literature of Hegel’s time. In Hegel the figure appears as the 

personification of conviction turned back on itself, smug, self-assured and with an 

aesthetic temperament that tends towards lofty abstraction from the risk-laden 

realities of a concrete moral life: “It lives in dread of staining the radiance of its inner 

being by action and existence” (PoM: 666; PoG: 462).

15 The analysis of the importance of misrecognition here, and the use of the terms "judging" and 
"acting" consciousness come from J. M. Bernstein (1994). Also Rose (1981).
16 Commentators on this part of the Phenomenology differ in their interpretation of the precise 
terms of this existential struggle. For example, Pinkard (2008) interprets acting and judging 
consciousness as the "ironist" and "moralist" and both are taken as species of the beautiful soul. 
Hyppolite (1974) identifies judging consciousness with the "beautiful soul" and acting consciousness 
as its antagonist. I mostly follow Hyppolite's account in this respect.
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Under these circumstances, particularity becomes stifled and subsumed under 

the authority of the self-satisfied collective “we”.17 Thus the quest for authenticity 

that initially motivated conscience turns into its opposite, and its identity proves to 

be a sham:

“When clarified to this degree of transparency, consciousness exists in its 

poorest form, and the poverty, constituting its sole and only possession, is itself 

a process of disappearance. This absolute certainty into which the substance 

has been resolved is absolute untruth, which collapses within itself; it is 

absolute self-consciousness, in which consciousness is submerged and goes 

under.... In this transparent purity of its moments it becomes a sorrow-laden 

“beautiful soul”, as it is called; its light dims and dies within it, and it vanishes 

as a shapeless vapour dissolving into thin air.” (PoM: 666/7; PoG: 462)

Acting consciousness, reflecting the pressures that action brings, is bound to 

the pursuit of some particular goal which she justifies in terms of her conscience. 

Evoking the Antigone of the earlier sections of the Phenomenology, she represents 

the perspective that the law is made for the self and not the self for the law. For a 

detached, judging consciousness, acting consciousness’s acts are seen as a threat to 

the established order, for while acting consciousness claims to be acting from duty, 

she is seen rather merely to be furthering some private interest under duty’s guise. It 

is for this reason that judging consciousness sees in acting consciousness the 

embodiment of evil and hypocrisy (PoM: 668/9; PoG: 464).

On the other hand, from the perspective of acting consciousness, judging 

consciousness can afford this luxury of judgment only because of his inability or 

unwillingness to act. In such inaction acting consciousness perceives the same 

hypocrisy that judging consciousness saw in her, “for it does not act; it is hypocrisy, 

which wants to see the fact of judging taken for the actual deed, and instead of 

proving its uprightness and honesty by acts does so by expressing fine sentiments.” 

(PoM: 671; PoG: 465). Both, then, are seen to represent in each other’s eyes a

Bernstein (1994: 61/2) reads Hegel's account of the beautiful soul into Habermas's moral theory 
at the point where Habermas's moral principles of (D) and (U) attempt to offer us a moral 
standpoint "beyond deliberative reproach", a good will that is unconditionally good, beyond blame 
or transgression. We analyse Habermas's moral theory in Chapter 3.
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perversion of conscience, the first as a subversive, self-serving egoist; the second as 

a smug, self-righteous reactionary, too fearful to act.

With this conflict the romantic worldview is brought to the limits of its own 

evolution, and threatens its society with fraction if the opposing moments cannot be 

brought to reconciliation. What is the significance, for us, of this conflict?

1.2.5

Summary.

Firstly, the conflict exists at a particular point in the moral and ethical 

development of humankind. The story from Kantianism to here has brought to light 

the profound way in which moral and ethical understanding is rooted in existential 

struggles whose terms are pre-structured by history. To try to abstract and divorce 

the concepts that form the core of our moral and ethical understanding from either 

struggle or history is a task undertaken at peril and at risk of serious effacement to 

what is most valuable in those concepts.

The portrayal of the struggle between acting and judging consciousness is a 

struggle with universal significance, as intrinsic to all ethically significant action and 

part of the moral grammar of any modem social formation. It can be viewed equally 

as a struggle between avant gardism and conservatism, conscience and authority, the 

“post-conventional” and conventional, universal and particular. Logos and Eros, 

Creon and Antigone, Master and Slave18. At another level of analysis the struggle 

can be seen as a metaphor for partiality, the political relevance of the absolute and an 

intimation towards it through a phenomenological presentation of its absence and 

continual misrepresentation (Rose, 1981: 181/2).

Absolute knowing is a form of life which is fully cognisant of its moments as 

partial and as mediated by the whole. Its appreciation of this fact leads to the 

corresponding recognition that forms of transgression, of misrecognition, are as 

necessary and as unavoidable as their opposites. This is why Hegel ends the section 

on Spirit with the figure of forgiveness, for forgiveness signifies the mature 

awareness of the mutual dependency of all these moments.

18 The struggles between Master/Slave and Antigone/Creon (or Nation and Family) exemplify that 
between judging and acting consciousness at different points of Mind's development.
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Before this transition into absolute spirit, (what Hegel calls in his earlier work 

(1979), absolute ethical life) is enacted, Hegel will have his romantic protagonists 

come to recognition of the failings of each in the other: each sees in the other’s 

partiality a reflection of that of their own. In their subsequent confessions and 

reciprocal acts of forgiveness, the common life that binds the hitherto opposed 

moments is realised, mutual dependency is asserted, reconciliation achieved:

'The word of reconciliation is the objectively existent spirit, which 

immediately apprehends the pure knowledge of itself qua universal essence in 

its opposite, in the pure knowledge of itself qua absolutely self-confined single 

individual — a reciprocal recognition which is Absolute Spirit (PoM: 677; 

PoG: 470).

In keeping with Kantian freedom, Hegelian freedom is post-conventional and 

self-reflexive; its criteria of judgment and action are those which it itself has 

endorsed. However, unlike Kantian autonomy which takes itself to be sovereign and 

unconditioned, Hegelian autonomy is fully cognisant of its basis in heteronomy, 

which means to say that it is also always simultaneously conventional and post- 

conventional, reflexive and conditioned. It is through the seifs essential 

“negativity” - its ability to negate the given - that it determines itself (Hegel, 1969: 

Ch.2; Nancy, 2002). Thus, selfhood, for Hegel, is always mediated through 

otherness.

The next point to take from this discussion is that whereas Kantian autonomy 

founds itself on radical acts of rupture - of self from other, reason from nature, 

desire from duty - for Hegel it is not rupture but reconciliation of all these moments 

that furnishes the grounds for freedom. But reconciliation is understood 

speculatively, which is to say that it is always mediated by its opposite, and absolute 

knowing is a knowing that recognises this fact. This is why the Phenomenology 

does not provide a conciliatory philosophy (Rose, 1981: 159). Further, while the 

Kantian subject comes on the scene always already fully formed, like a “shot from a 

pistol”,19 for Hegel, modem subjectivity is a complex, risky and laborious

19 This is a reference to Hegel's critique of Schelling's notion of the absolute in the Lectures of the 
History of Philosophy. The basis of the criticism is that Schelling's absolute is unmediated by history,
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achievement whose realisation presupposes not only a particular set of historically 

evolved institutional arrangements, but a culture that facilitates an appreciation of 

just this fact:

“The series of shapes, which consciousness traverses on this road, is rather the 

detailed history of the process of training and educating consciousness itself up 

to the level of science. That resolve presents this mental development (Bildung) 

in the simple form of an intended purpose, as immediately finished and 

complete, as having taken place; this pathway, on the other hand, is, as opposed 

to this abstract intention, or untruth, the actual carrying out of that process of 

development” (PoM: 136; PoG: 68).

The Phenomenology, as a systematic re-iteration, recovery and re- 

appropriation of that cultural history that has formed us just is the process whereby 

Kantian autonomy becomes concretely actualised. But whereas for Kant the Other is 

merely a limit on my will, here she is a constitutive part of it, a fact that allows Hegel 

to conceive of autonomy now as the seifs being “at home with itself in otherness as 

such” (PoM: 790; PoG: 550)

This achievement is also what emerges from the successful dialectical 

mediation of universal law and particular inclination. Hegel’s critiques of morality 

and romanticism represent critiques of the abstract and one-sided development of 

one side of this binary to the exclusion of the other; whereas Kantian universalism 

threatens nihilism and an empty dogmatism, romanticism threatens fraction and 

atomisation.

The Phenomenology, then, is to be read as the historical formative process that 

allows us to come to see our independence as mediated by its opposite. The 

recognition of the mutual dependence of dependence and independence, of 

recognition and misrecognition, is what facilitates the act of forgiveness, wherein 

phenomenological experience finds its telos. The much derided Hegelian absolute is 

just this act, which signifies the presence of the ethical whole - of Sittlichkeit - at the 

moment of its felt absence:

being rather an object of immediate intellectual intuition. The point applies equally well mutatis 
mutandis to Kant's account of autonomy.
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“Through this relinquishment of separate selfhood, the knowledge, which in its 

existence is in a state of diremption, returns into the unity of the self; it is the 

concrete actual Ego, universal knowledge of self in its absolute opposite, in the 

knowledge which is internal to and within the self, and which, because of the 

very purity of its separate subjective existence, is itself completely universal. 

The reconciling affirmation, the “yes”, with which both egos desist from their 

existence in opposition, is the existence of the ego expanded into a duality, an 

ego which remains therein one and identical with itself, and possesses the 

certainty of itself in its complete relinquishment and its opposite: it is God 

appearing in the midst of those who know themselves in the form of pure 

knowledge” (PoM: 679; PoG: 472).

As we move on into the next chapters we will see many of the themes 

discussed above recurring in Habermas’s conception of critical theory. We will 

see how Habermas replicates Kantian dualism at the level of theory leading to 

shiftiness and dissemblance at the level of practice. His adoption of a formal 

transcendentalism will be seen to reproduce the re-iterative problems of Kant’s 

method, that tries to learn to swim before getting in the water, together with a 

prescriptivism with minimum content at the level of morals, precluding the sort of 

rich phenomenological and historically rooted analysis of ethical concepts and 

ethical understanding exemplified by Hegel’s critiques of the moral worldview 

and romanticism. Finally, the move underlying all of this, Habermas’s 

abandonment of dialectics, will be seen to limit his conception of autonomy and 

blunt his critical theory, thwarting its utopian and transformative potential.
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Chapter 2.

Habermas’s Critical Theory: Variations on Kantian Themes.

Section 1.

Knowledge and Interests.

2.1.1
Introduction.

In chapter 1 we introduced and explored some significant aspects of the 

philosophies of Kant and Hegel. The reason for this is that in those philosophies, 

and in particular, Hegel’s critique of Kant, lie the conceptual ancestry of critical 

theory, and thus, of Habermas’s thought. In the most general terms, critical social 

theory in the Frankfurt tradition can be seen as a particular development of Hegel’s 

speculative method of uncovering the negative in the positive, or the conditions of 

possibility of ordinary, “natural” theoretical experience and assertion (Kortian, 1980: 

31/2). Where Hegel sought to turn Kantian critique against itself in order to reveal 

its own phenomenological presuppositions, in the Frankfurt school these 

presuppositions become concrete social relations, by way of Marx’s so-called 

materialist inversion of Hegel. In this chapter we will critically examine how these 

Kantian themes are played out in Habermas’s work, and how they succumb to many 

of the criticisms levelled at Kant by Hegel. We will do this by tracing the 

development of Habermas’s thought from its earliest formulations in Knowledge and 

Human Interests (1978) through to its more advanced expression in Theory of 

Communicative Action (1981/87). While there are detectable shifts in focus between 

the early and the later work, a continuity is present in the rejection of Hegelian 

dialectics, an endorsement of neo-Kantian transcendentalism, and the generation of a 

proceduralist account of social and political emancipation. This results in a limiting 

of the scope and aims of critical theory away from its original ideals. The reasons 

motivating this need to be identified so that those ideals might be recovered.
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2.1.2

Knowledge and Transcendental Interests.

Nowhere are the roots of Habermas’s thought in German Idealism more 

apparent than in Knowledge and Human Interests (henceforth KHI). The work 

opens with the following claim, to be an:

“historically oriented attempt to reconstruct the prehistory of modem 

positivism with the systematic intention of analyzing the connections between 

knowledge and human interests. In following the process of the dissolution of 

epistemology, which has left the philosophy of science in its place, one makes 

one’s way over abandoned stages of reflection. Retreading this path from a 

perspective that looks back toward the point of departure may help to recover 

the forgotten experience of reflection. That we disavow reflection is 

positivism.” (KHI: vii)

Knowledge and Human Interests is aimed at the recovery of “reflection” 

from its suppression in positivism. Positivism abandons reflection because it takes 

its object domain - “facts” - as pre-given without inquiring into the conditions of 

possibility of such facts in the synthetic acts of the subject (KHI: 80-90); that is, it 

takes as immediate something essentially mediated by human subjectivity. 

Habermas refers to any form of enquiry that takes its object as given, by failing to 

reflect upon the subjective determinations that make the object possible for us, 

“objectivism” (KHI: 310). By thus failing, positivism succumbs to an “objectivist 

illusion” (KHI: 305). Habermas’s intention is to unmask the various 

manifestations of the objectivist illusion by bringing the sciences to reflection 

upon their transcendental conditions of possibility. We recall that with Kant, these 

conditions were the categories and the forms of judgment and intuition - the 

constitutive activities of the subject, responsible for making possible a domain of 

objective experience. With Habermas, they are the categories of language and 

labour, invariant modes of human action which embody and give rise to certain 

fundamental interests.
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Like the Kantian categories, Habermas’s “interests” are intended as non- 

empirical; they are “anthropologically deep-seated” in the conditions of human 

action and existence. To be sure, those conditions themselves may be thought of as 

contingent, but once in existence, the interests that supervene on those conditions are 

said to have transcendental necessity. They are not to be confused therefore with 

particular, local and contingent interests, which it is that task of critical theory 

always to resist as ideological distortions. Because they are rooted in the conditions 

of human life, Habermas maintains that it is a mistake to think these interests can be 

"stripped away" to reveal a theoretically pure view of the world (KHI: 311). Rather, 

the categories of language and labour, like Kant’s categories, constitute the 

preconditions for us having a world in the first place, for it is only through them that 

the world appears. Finally, the natural and human sciences constitute particular 

systematic developments of the everyday knowledge generated out of these interests. 

In a passage from Theory and Practice Habermas summarises these points thus:

"...in the constitution of scientific object domains we merely extend the 

everyday procedure of objectifying reality under the viewpoints either of 

technical control or of intersubjective communication. These two viewpoints 

express anthropologically deep-seated interests, which direct our knowledge 

and have a quasi-transcendental status. These interests of knowledge are of 

significance neither for the psychology nor for the sociology of knowledge, nor 

for the critique of ideology in any narrower sense; for they are invariant. Nor, 

on the other hand, can they be traced back to the biological heritage of a 

concrete motivational potential; for they are abstract. Rather, they result from 

the imperatives of a socio-cultural life-form dependent on labor and language. 

Therefore the technical and practical interests of knowledge are not regulators 

of cognition which have to be eliminated for the sake of the objectivity of 

knowledge; instead, they themselves determine the aspect under which reality 

is objectified, and can thus be made accessible to experience to begin with." 

(1989: 8/9)

In this passage Habermas refers us to two knowledge-constitutive interests - 

technical control and inter-subjective communication. The constitution of scientific 

object domains is said to be continuous with and conditioned by these forms. Thus
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we have the empirical-analytic (natural) and the hermeneutic (cultural) sciences 

respectively.

Habermas argues that the natural sciences are rooted in the need of the human 

species to secure the conditions for its survival and reproduction (KHI: 308). The 

means by which this is achieved is through instrumental action - the subjugation of 

external nature to technical control, following rules designed to bring about the 

greatest degree of efficiency. The form of relation involved here is that between a 

subject and an object and success is judged in terms of successful mastery of objects.

The historical-hermeneutic sciences are viewed as being rooted in a practical, 

but equally primordial need of humans to communicate with one another to reach 

mutual understanding about common projects (KHI: 309). The form of relation here 

is a subject/subject one, “performative” as opposed to objectifying, implying a 

mutual recognition and reciprocity as well as the capacity to understand meanings, 

values and reasons. The rules governing this domain are conventional norms rather 

than technical rules, and obtain their force from social agreements. Importantly, to 

the extent that empirical-analytical sciences are themselves dependent on inter- 

subjective communication for their existence, they themselves presuppose 

hermeneutics, although their objectivistic frame prevents them from reflecting on 

this fact.
Habermas uses the term “quasi-transcendental” (KHI: 194) to characterise the 

ontological status of these interests. In this respect he is attempting to do justice to 

their a priority in the Kantian sense, while incorporating the naturalist perspective of 

Marx’s materialist critique of idealism. The interests take on a transcendental 

(universal and necessary) constituting function, but only as factors rooted in 

contingent, material learning processes, which are themselves, in turn, subject to 

mediation by the transcendental interests. This is why, Habermas thinks, labour and 

interaction constitute not only fundamental categories of existence, but 

“epistemological” ones - “[t]he system of objective activities creates the factual 

conditions of the possible reproduction of social life and at the same time the 

transcendental conditions of the possible objectivity of the objects of experience.” 

(KHI: 28).

Habermas’s Kantianism is apparent in his transcendentalism, and the 

foundational constitutive role that he affords his interests. But it is also apparent in 

his dualism. For the two knowledge-constitutive interests are established as
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irreducible and discrete. Habermas makes the technical interest in control 

constitutive of our relation to nature as mediated by the category of labour. As such, 

our relations to nature and to labour are exhausted by that interest. The ethical 

categories of understanding, recognition, and reciprocity are preserved for the 

domain of human to human interaction. This move effectively concedes nature to 

positivism in the same way that Kant’s own dualism cedes nature to the mechanism 

of his day. It is tantamount to saying that the only meaningful relation that humans 

can possibly adopt towards nature is an instrumental and dominating one. On the 

other hand, in the domain of inter-subjectivity, there is a “de-naturing” of reason 

which will lead to the recurrence of the problem of motivation that besets Kant’s 

theory of morals.

2.1.3

Reason and the Will to Reason: Emancipatory Interest.

Habermas’s moral and political concerns gravitate around what he identifies as 

a third knowledge-constitutive interest - the emancipatory interest, said to be 

reason’s own interest, inherent in the very structure of reflection as such (KHI: 196). 

The notion of an emancipatory interest is crucial to the argument of KHI because it 

is the means by which Habermas attempts to link theory and practice, a foundational 

concern for critical theory since Horkheimer’s (1975) early essay “Traditional and 

Critical Theory”, to which KHI is clearly indebted. He wants to achieve this by way 

of a postulated internal relation between emancipation and reflection, echoing Kant’s 

own identification of reason and autonomy. Because reflection is something all 

humans engage in, a constitutively human act, the identification of it with 

emancipation will allow Habermas to conceive of emancipation as a fundamental 

world-constituting interest like the technical and communicative interests. This, in 

turn, is supposed to render bridgeable the gap between theory and practice, a gap 

which is said to be characteristic of traditional theory and positivism alike.

However, matters are not so simple, for there is a basic ambiguity surrounding 

the explication of the emancipatory interest, its precise relation to the other two 

interests, and a corresponding equivocation in the notion of reflection associated 

with it. This was picked up well in the critical literature immediately following 

publication of KHI. According to critics such as McCarthy (1978) and Dallmayr
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(1972a; 1972b), the problems stem from competing commitments to idealism and 

materialism - what McCarthy calls the “antinomies of transcendental pragmatism” 

(McCarthy, 1978: 111). These competing commitments lead to the presence of two 

rival accounts of emancipation and its dynamics which Habermas attempted to pass 

off as a single unified theory, for the antinomy threatens the legitimacy of the claim 

to connect theory and practice. Because critical theory is defined by the legitimacy 

of this connection, much is at stake. In what follows it will be argued that McCarthy 

and others are on the right tracks in their criticisms of KHI. But the most decisive 

and fateful factor at play is the reductive attitude towards nature, that stems from 

Habermas’s ready acceptance of Kantian dualism.

i) Theory and Practice I: Kant and Fichte.

Habermas is inspired, at least initially, by the idealist identification of reason 

with the will to reason. Through such identification, reason is said to possess an 

inherent interest in its own pursuit and fulfilment, and is intrinsically emancipatory 

through its ability to unmask dogma and illusion (KHI: 191-206). This notion of 

reflection is thus simultaneously theoretical and practical at once:

“Reason also means the will to reason. In self-reflection knowledge for the 

sake of knowledge attains congruence with the interest in autonomy and 

responsibility. The emancipatory cognitive interest aims at the pursuit of 

reflection as such... in the power or self-reflection, knowledge and interest are 

one.” (KHI: 314)

“In self-reflection, knowledge for the sake of knowledge coincides with the 

interest in autonomy and responsibility. For the pursuit of reflection knows 

itself as a movement of emancipation. Reason is at the same time subject to the 

interest in reason. We can say that it obeys an emancipatory cognitive interest, 

which aims at the pursuit of reflection” (KHI: 97/8).

While gaining prominence in Fichte’s thought, the noted identification was 

already present in Kant, from whom Fichte himself takes leave. It is explicitly 

evident in the famous quote from “What is Enlightenment”, where Kant associates
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autonomy with the power to use one’s own reason (§1.1.2). But the connection 

between interest and reason pervades Kant’s practical philosophy as the means by 

which reason becomes practical (e.g. G: 114; also KHI: 198).

For Kant, emancipation and reflection were internally connected and rooted in 

the universal form of reason as such. But the ambiguous and antinomial manner in 

which Kant treated interest, as something that had all the features of natural desire, 

but which was precluded from being recognised as such by Kant’s dualism, is not 

lost on Habermas. Habermas agrees that Kant's radical separation of "pure" and 

empirical motives (interests) for action in his philosophy leads to a hypostatization 

of interest and to its banishment to a noumenal realm, unknown and unknowable. 

Thus, although reason and the will to reason, or theory and practice, are posited in 

Kant, the basis of the identity is inexplicable (KHI: 201).

According to Habermas, Fichte attempted to overcome this by reversing 

Kant's prioritisation of theoretical over practical reason, making explicit what was 

implicit in Kant. Hence, theoretical reason becomes dependent in Fichte on an 

original practical act of self-positing or “self-producing” by an absolute ego (KHI: 

205). This act of will enables the self to become reflexively transparent to itself as a 

free agent, in opposition to the natural unreflective dogmatism from which it 

emerges. On this model, the interest in freedom precedes knowledge, despite only 

being realisable in and through knowledge. As such, Habermas sees the Fichtean 

account as a prototypical version of his own theory of knowledge-constitutive 

interests in general, and the emancipatory interest in particular (KHI: 210).

Despite this, Fichte is admonished for reifying the ego as an absolute and 

immediate origin, neglecting the conditioned and contingent nature of ego's 

emergence (KHI: 210). While Hegel improves on Fichte by conceiving 

emancipation, not as a single immediate act of will, but as a progressive series of 

acts of self-formation through the reflexive reconstruction of the cultural and 

historical determinants of natural consciousness, for Habermas, Hegel is still guilty 

of idealist exuberance in connecting emancipation to an absolute movement of 

consciousness as such, again neglecting both contingency and materialist, extra

mental determinants of mind:

“Unlike the self-positing of Fichte’s ego or the absolute movement of mind, the

self-formative process is not unconditioned. It depends on the contingent
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conditions of both subjective and objective nature: conditions of the 

individuating socialisation of interacting individuals on the one hand, and, on 

the other, those of the ‘material exchange’ of communicatively acting persons 

with an environment that is to be made technically controllable. Reason’s 

interest in emancipation, which is invested in the self-formative process of the 

species and permeates the movement of reflection, aims at realising these 

conditions.... the concept of the interest of reason, introduced by idealism, 

needs to be reinterpreted materialistically: the emancipatory interest itself is 

dependent on the interests in possible inter-subjective action-orientation and in 

possible technical control.” (KHI: 210/11).

This last quoted passage gives the impression that the emancipatory interest 

is supervenient upon the prior mentioned interests in communication and technical 

control, rather than being equiprimordial with them. At other places, however, 

Habermas seems to reverse the order of priority, making the other two interests 

derivative of the interest in emancipation (KHI: 198). Despite this apparent 

confusion, what is clear is that Habermas sees the deficiencies of the idealist 

model of emancipation in its lack of appreciation for contingency, and this as 

being rooted in idealism as such. The remedy for this is to maintain the 

identification of reason and freedom but to re-interpret it materialistically. 

Habermas attempts to do this by incorporating Marx’s critique of the idealist 

tradition into his account, and assimilating this to a certain “depth-hermeneutic” 

reading of Freud.

ii) Theory and Practice II: Freud, Marx, Peirce.

As a methodical science of reflection, Habermas (KHI: 214-45) sees 

Freudianism as exemplifying the unity of theory and practice in a concrete-empirical 

mode, by placing empirical observations of self-formative processes within an 

account of invariant theoretical structures that can serve as grounds for critiquing 

human actions. In an interpretation that owes much to Marx’s analysis of the 

evolution of capitalist social relations, Habermas concentrates mainly on Freud's 

most sociological works in an attempt to extend Freudian insights from the analytical 

situation to society at large.
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This account proceeds from a quasi-Hobbesian view that society emerges for 

the purpose of overcoming scarcity and securing the material reproduction of its 

members. But in order to secure this, members need to be disciplined away from the 

immediate satisfaction of libidinal and aggressive impulses and such drives need to 

be channelled, or sublimated into work. The success of this depends on repressive 

social institutions whose repression is manifested not so much in direct force but 

more diffusely and less immediately transparent, in systems of compulsory norms 

(KHI: 279). Such norms sanction particular "need interpretations" and thus control 

which need interpretations will and will not gain expression. In such a general state 

of repression substitute gratifications typically emerge, such as religion, as well as 

patterns of compulsive collective behaviour akin to unconscious individual neuroses. 

Freud ascribes the term “illusions” to surrogate gratifications which Habermas likens 

to ideology in the Marxist sense. Illusions, like ideology, are not straightforwardly 

false, as are delusions, but contain distorted desires and wishes which are not in 

principle unrealisable (KHI: 284). However, such illusions, as well as the 

compulsive behavioural patterns typical of institutional life, may both serve to 

rationalise and legitimise structures of domination and illegitimate authority: “Like 

the repetition compulsion from within, institutional compulsion from without brings 

about a relatively rigid reproduction of uniform behaviour that is removed from 

criticism.” (KHI: 276).

Although social repression is seen to be generated initially from the need to 

reproduce the material conditions of self-preservation, the development of science 

and technology - the forces of production in Marxist terminology - reduces this need 

(KHI: 280). However, Habermas believes that Freud appreciated better than Marx 

that institutions are geared not only to reproducing material wealth but to generating 

concrete forms of domination whose force may vary independently of the level of 

technological development - in Marxist terms, the level of the relations of 

production. So a reduction in the level of socially necessary repression need not 

imply a concomitant reduction in this latter form of repression, which is tied up with 

differential possession of social and political power (KHI: 280). Moreover, where 

one party can be seen to benefit from asymmetries in the distribution of power, there 

will be an interest in maintaining the level of institutional repression beyond that 

required by the development of the forces of production. It is precisely the goal of 

critical theory to challenge this (KHI: 281). The task of critical-reflective science,
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then, is to unmask the ideologies or “illusions” that help sustain imbalances of power 

and structures of domination whose “rigidification” in institutional life removes 

them from criticism:

“...this utopian content can be freed from its fusion with the delusory, 

ideological components of culture that have been fashioned into legitimations 

of authority and be converted into a critique of power structures that have 

become historically obsolete.” (KHI: 280).

However, it is at this point that Habermas’s distinctive approach to reflective 

science begins to appear. The basis for this is a revisionist (“depth-hermeneutic”) 

reading of Freud taken over from Alfred Lorenzer, married to a neo-Kantian account 

of validity taken from Apel’s reconstruction of Peirce. Lorenzer (1970) conceived 

psychopathology in terms of an inability to form symbols or linguistic 

representations of basic needs, because of disruptions in early childhood interaction 

processes. Thus, needs are said to be “de-symbolised” and become repressed due to 

the unavailability of the linguistic tools for their expression. And if repression arises 

from the exclusion of needs from public linguistic expression, free and open 

dialogue becomes the means for re-introducing them. Psychopathology now gets 

conceived in terms of a “deviation from the model of the language game of 

communicative action, in which motives of action and linguistically expressed 

intentions coincide (KHI: 226): the coincidence of motives with their public 

linguistic articulation becomes the model of therapeutic success. Consequently, 

subjectivity is now thought of as merely a privative or even pathological deviation 

from the normative standard of inter-subjectivity: subjectivity is reduced to inter

subjectivity and inter-subjectivity is reduced to a discursively transparent linguistic 

exchange.

This represents a problematic departure from psychoanalytic orthodoxy for 

various reasons. Here, we need note how Habermas exploits this communications- 

theoretic model of successful therapy for political-theoretic purposes simply by 

extending the idea of communication free from systematic distortion to the societal 

level. Thus whereas the goal of therapy is synonymous with the removal of 

systematic distortions in communication (KHI: 256/9); the goal of politics, as a sort 

of therapy writ large, becomes the organisation of society linked to decision-making
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processes on the basis of discussion free from domination.” (KHI: 55). Domination 

here make take the form of overt acts of oppression or it may take the form of a 

propagation of ideological distortion, for the purposes of maintaining covert 

oppression.

Emancipation in this dimension, the dimension connoted by Marx’s notion of 

the relations of production, but which was under-theorised by Marx, i.e. the domain 

of human to human interaction, is supposed to complement emancipation in the other 

dimension, that is, the domain of human to nature interaction, referenced by Marx’s 

account of the forces of production, and executed via technical control:

“While instrumental action corresponds to the constraint of external nature and 

the level of the forces of production determines the extent of technical control 

over natural forces, communicative action stands in correspondence to the 

suppression of man’s own nature... Emancipation from the compulsion of 

internal nature depends on the extent to which institutions based on force are 

replaced by an organisation of social relations that is bound to communication 

free from domination.” (KHI: 53).

Again this generates a spurious opposition between internal and external 

nature, whereby our relations to each are governed by heterogeneous principles. 

For Hegel, and for the early Frankfurt School, the quality and form of our relation 

to external nature was a determining factor in the quality and form of our relations 

to ourselves and to each other. The separation between subject and object for 

Hegelian thought is speculative, not absolute, which means there is an underlying 

unity in the difference that it is critical theory’s aim to disclose. This is why 

Marcuse (1969: 19) thought that the emancipation of society would first require a 

“new sensibility” towards nature, and a “new science”. Habermas, on the other 

hand, renders the dualism fixed and static, which means that he is not able to 

comprehend how the domination of nature is also always simultaneously the 

domination of humankind.
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2.1.4
The Return of Kantian Antinomy.

At the beginning of section 1.2.1 we noted that critics such as McCarthy 

(1978) and Dallmayr (1972a; 1972b) focused on an equivocation in Habermas’s 

conception of the emancipatory interest. We may now state that this results from a 

sense that Habermas does not succeed in the attempted move from idealist to 

materialist paradigms, or in his attempt to combine insights from both. Instead, he 

ends up with two concurrent theories joined in a sor of conceptual vice. Principally, 

these are the model of transcendental reflection upon the universal presuppositions 

of knowledge (the Kantian model), and critical self-reflection upon dogmatic forms 

of (self-)understanding (Marx, Freud). Because these two different forms of 

reflection differ in their implications for practice (transformative politics) the 

conflation allows Habermas to skirt over the issue of relating theory to practice in a 

similar way to which the postulates of practical reason allowed Kant to do so.

This is evident in McCarthy’s critique. As McCarthy points out (1978: 96), 

Habermas’s critique of knowledge in KHI begins with Kant's critique of the 

conditions of the possibility of thought in general, finding therein an identification of 

reason and freedom. Fichte and Hegel reconstruct Kant in such a way as to make 

cognitive insights both necessary and sufficient for practical transformation but hold 

on to Kantian universalist assumptions. Hegel of course abandons Fichte's ego as an 

absolute origin, seeing emancipation as the result of a phenomenological reflection 

upon self-formative processes; but he nonetheless retains the universal identity of 

reason with interest (the will/desire to reason) in seeing phenomenological reflection 

as resulting in the dissolution of dogmatic forms of life.

Now, McCarthy’s argument is that such an identification is fine within an 

idealist paradigm that sees the march of a universal reason in history as inexorably 

leading to a final state of freedom. But Habermas rejects this paradigm, believing 

Hegelianism to be inextricably bound up with it, in favour of a materialist, and thus 

contingent, account of self-formative processes. Under such a paradigm political 

emancipation (praxis) cannot be co-extensive with a transformation in mere self- 

understandings (theory); nor can we see political emancipation as a universally 

necessary outcome, for political engagement involves situated decision. As 

McCarthy notes: "On materialist presuppositions the interest in emancipation
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extends to the practical change of established socio-economic conditions." (1978: 

96). But if that is so, there is a lacuna here in terms of accounting for transformative 

practical-political engagement.

The implications of this criticism should be clear: if the emancipatory interest 

is understood in terms of an idealist framework provided most definitively by the 

Kantian identification of reason and the will to reason, explicated most 

systematically by Fichte, then a practical transformation of society ought to follow 

immediately from theoretical insight into the general preconditions of knowledge 

and action. Such preconditions are provided by the knowledge constitutive interests. 

But as Dietrich Bohler pointed out, theoretical reflection upon such general interests 

cannot in itself provide the impetus for the type of situated critical-political 

engagement that critical theory espouses (quoted in McCarthy, 1978: 398, n21.) For 

this to occur, the subject would somehow need to be able to connect up his/her 

theoretical reflections on universal conditions with his/her particular concerns.

In the case of psychoanalysis, Freud should have no problem in accounting for 

the overcoming of neurotic symptoms on the basis of reflective insight into the 

nature of the underlying disorder; for the desire for the removal of symptoms was a 

necessary concomitant of reflective analysis and the disorder is always personal and 

particular. Implicit in this picture must be some account of the will and motivation 

which are not reducible to relations of communication in the linguistic-discursive 

sense. The problem here, however, is that Habermas’s revisionist reading of 

Freudianism effectively expunges all reference to the biological bases of human 

psychic life. This is most noticeable in the absence of any reference to basic drives, 

arguably the most important theoretical category of Freud’s entire thought (see e.g. 

Freud, 1990). In Freud, drives form part of the irrational core of our biological 

inheritance which can never be rendered fully transparent or completely discursively 

accessible. By seeing the goal of therapy as the coincidence of motives with their 

public linguistic articulation this is precisely what Habermas attempts to do. In so 

doing, Habermas is falling into the same trap that he accuses Hegel of - positing an 

absolute identity between (linguistic) reason and nature, thereby blunting the critical 

and negative force of non-sublimated desire. Habermas over-intellectualises Freud 

ignoring the role that emotions play in therapeutic transference, most importantly,
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that of empathy.1 Such psychodynamics are underplayed or completely ignored by 

Habermas, because they fail to conform to his hermeneutic model. But without 

them, it seems the transition from theory to practice is missing a motivational spring. 

This sounds familiar.

Now while McCarthy and others are not exactly wrong for claiming that 

Habermas’s problems in accounting for the unity of theory and practice arise from 

incompatible commitments to materialism and idealism, it is more appropriate to 

argue that Habermas is stuck in an undialectical dualism due to higher-order 

commitments to a neo-Kantian view of validity and objectivity assimilated via 

Peirce’s consensus theory of truth, and developed most prominently by Habermas’s 

colleague and collaborator K. O. Apel (esp. 1980). Apel’s name was absent from the 

central text of KHI but in the postscript to the second edition, where Habermas 

attempts to counter the early criticisms made of the work, Apel clearly emerges. The 

neo-Kantian appropriation of Peirce also comes to prominence in subsequent works 

(see e.g.1992: esp. Ch.5).

In an early but influential essay entitled “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” Peirce 

first expounded what became infamously known as the pragmatist maxim: “Consider 

what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object 

of our conception to have. Then the whole of our conception of those effects is the 

whole of our conception of the object” (Peirce, 1955: 31). This maxim forms part of 

a broader consensus theory of truth which he expounds in the same essay:

“Different minds may set out with the most antagonistic view, but the progress 

of investigation carries them by a force outside of themselves to one and the 

same conclusion. This activity of thought by which we are carried, not where 

we wish, but to a fore-ordained goal, is like the operation of destiny.... The 

opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate, is what 

we mean by the truth, and the object represented in this opinion is the real.” 

(1955: 38)

Two central essays by Apel (1980: Ch.3 & 7), especially the one entitled 

“From Kant to Peirce: The Semiotical Transformation of Transcendental Logic”

1 For an opposing view of the dynamics of the analytical situation which prioritises empathy see 
Kohut (1976).
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provide the ground work for establishing a neo-Kantian reading of this aspect of 

Peirce’s work. On this account, the conception of the Kantian a priori as grounded 

in the transcendental activities of the solitary ego is transformed, in (Apel’s) Peirce, 

into a linguistic a priori grounded in the synthetic activities of the communication 

community, whose existence provides the response to the question of how synthetic 

judgments are possible (see Aboulafia, Bookman & Kemp, 2002). This forms the 

basis inter alia of Habermas’s much-spoken-of paradigm shift from the philosophy 

of the subject to that of inter-subjectivity, of which we shall say more later. For 

now, we may note that this move crucially involves taking critical theory away from 

a Hegelian concern with substance and towards a Kantian preoccupation with form 

or method. For if truth and objectivity are defined in terms of an ideal consensus, the 

onus gets placed on establishing the most appropriate procedures for engendering 

such consensus. In his later work, Habermas will seek to derive those procedures in 

a systematic manner from the pragmatic dimensions of speech. For now, we must 

note that it is this particular neo-Kantian move that leads Habermas to identify 

emancipation, at both the psychotherapeutic and political levels, in terms of 

dialogue, as communication free from domination.

This shift from substance to form is also what largely lies behind the overly 

rationalist and linguistic interpretation of Freud, and the deletion of drives as a 

theoretical category, whereas for the first generation Frankfurt theorists such 

libidinal dynamics still provided a significant source of opposition to the repressive 

aspects of the civilising process (Alford, 1987: 7). But Habermas’s Kantianism 

cannot cope with the idea of nature as a potential source of ethical value. Likewise, 

the first generation’s concern with “needs” is displaced by Habermas’s “need- 

interpretations”. Again, this results from a constructivism - Kant’s sovereign 

legislator - that can countenance no moment of passivity or non-identity in relation 

to what is given. And it is precisely a move that is criticised by Hegel when he 

reproaches Kant for thinking that second-order claims to knowledge (“need- 

interpretations”) are any the less problematic than first order ones (“needs”).

This last point is noted and generalised by Joel Whitebook (1979) to the entire 

underlying thesis of Knowledge and Human Interests. Whitebook notes that 

Habermas endorses Hegel's critique of Kant's attempt to provide a "first philosophy". 

We recall from Chapter 1 that Hegel pointed to the circularity involved in Kant’s aim 

to critically analyse the "instrument" of knowledge (i.e. our cognitive faculty) before

66



trusting the substantive content of our cognitions. But if such a prior critical analysis 

is also knowledge, then we would need to move to an even higher level of 

abstraction to discover the conditions for the possibility of knowledge of the 

instrument of knowledge, and so on ad infinitum. But as Whitebook notes, 

Habermas is involved in precisely the same kind of exercise in KHI, of trying to 

identify, in a foundational and a-historical way, the a priori conditions of enquiry 

prior to all enquiry:

"...we can ask Habermas the question Hegel posed to Kant: what are the 

conditions of the possibility of discovering the conditions of the possibility of 

knowledge? Habermas' criticism of the objectivistic understanding of science 

is that objectivism dogmatically assumes the validity of first-order scientific 

knowledge without reflecting on the presuppositions of that knowledge. 

However, we can ask Habermas, in turn, why reflection should stop at the level 

of transcendental anthropology and not proceed further?" (Whitebook, 1994: 

72).

In short, the elucidation of knowledge-constitutive interests looks suspiciously like 

the kind of Ursprungsphilosophie that Habermas is supposed to be rejecting.

It is the pressure of these kinds of problems and antinomies that led Habermas 

more or less to abandon his early epistemological inquiries set forth in KHI and to 

move into the relative security of a pragmatic approach to such matters. His self- 

styled “universal pragmatics”, begun in Communication and the Evolution of Society 

and which reaches high-point in his main work Theory of Communicative Action, 

attempts to provide a normative foundation for critical theory in the pragmatic 

presuppositions of speech. However, as we will see, this is a false security, for the 

meta-theoretical problems that plagued Knowledge and Human Interests are not 

resolved but merely repressed, and so return to constrict and condition the course of 

his later development.

Before moving on to the next section we need to make a final but important 

note. The contours of a transcendental pragmatism that will lead to an undialectical 

and proceduralist critical theory are already beginning to show in KHI. But this 

move is motivated by a particular reading of Hegel that gains prominence throughout 

KHI and which sets the tone for all subsequent commentary. Habermas claims to
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endorse Hegel’s metacritical manoeuvre (KHI: 10) vis-a-vis Kantian epistemology, 

but claims that Hegel fell short by the criterion of his own approach. This is because 

phenomenology is supposed to hold nothing back from the procedure of 

unconditional doubt, yet all the while conceives itself as being driven by necessity to 

absolute knowledge which is already anticipated. This anticipation of the absolute, 

or of a final identity of thought and being, is the move that transgresses, for 

Habermas, Hegel’s own critical method:

“Accordingly there is something half-hearted about the Phenomenology of 

Mind. The standpoint of absolute knowledge is to proceed with immanent 

necessity from phenomenological experience. But because it is absolute, it 

does not really need to be justified by the phenomenological self-reflection of 

mind; and, strictly speaking, it is not even capable of such justification. This 

equivocation of the phenomenology of mind deprives Hegel’s critique of Kant 

of the force that it would have needed in order to put forward a reflected theory 

of knowledge. The theory of transcendental philosophy itself has not held its 

ground against its positivist opponents.” (KHI: 10).

The failure to hold ground might be more a result not of the half-heartedness of 

the Phenomenology of Mind, but of Hegel’s interpreters, Habermas included, who 

insist on reading Hegel in a non-speculative manner, overplaying the significance of 

his so-called absolutism and underplaying the dynamism and negativism of 

dialectical method, and with little attention to the profoundly nuanced nature of his 

thought . Habermas is quick to fire out the charge of absolute identity against Hegel 

but does not really engage in the type of detailed exegesis that would be required to 

support his claim. And his claim is not shared by others (Rose 1981; Pippin, 1997; 

Wallace, 2005). As sympathetic commentators such as Wallace and Pippin point 

out, part of the problem is that the place where Hegel is most resistant to the view 

that is ascribed to him by Habermas and others is the Logic (Pippin, 1997: 163).

“Hegel’s own account of the telos or end point of such a process does not 

conclude with any substantive theory of the basic principles of all account

2 On speculative thinking in relation to Hegel see Jarvis (2004) and Rose (1993), also Caygill (1998).
On the point of the failure of commentators to read Hegel speculatively see Rose (1981:184).
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giving. In the third hook of the Logic, his interest is much more focused on the 

process by which any such principle is established and he everywhere implies 

that self-consciousness about such a process is all that the vaunted “Absolute 

Knowledge” is all about. In fact, it is especially important to note that Hegel’s 

formulation of this final self-consciousness expressly denies any sort of 

systematic closure or static finality. Indeed, Hegel goes so far as to say: “The 

identity of the Idea with itself is one with the process....” (Pippin, 1997: 170).

Evidently, it is only through an appreciation of Hegel’s Logic that his other 

works become clear. From the perspective of the Logic, then, the Phenomenology 

appears not as a monist “theodocical philosophy of history” (Pippin, 1997: 183), nor 

a “dominating absolute knowledge”, but rather as a presentation of the perpetual 

occurrence of inversion and misrepresentation [which] can only be undermined, or 

‘brought into fluidity’, by allusion to the law of their determination.” (Rose, 1981: 

159). Thus, Pippin again:

“much of Habermas’s criticism is irrelevant if the subject matter of absolute 

knowledge “the notion” concerns the empirically undetermined and so 

historically “self-constituted” Notionality of any possible experience, if the 

core of Hegel’s idealism in no way “usurps” the empirical investigations of 

various sciences, but continues in a different way the Kantian quest for the 

categorial conditions of all such knowledge.” (1989: 282).

If these commentators are to be taken seriously, the main reason for 

Habermas coming to abandon dialectical critical theory has been defused.
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Section 2.

Some Elements in Habermas’s Theory of Modernity.

2.2.1
Introduction.

In the previous section we looked at Habermas’s thesis in Knowledge and 

Human Interests and saw how this thesis amounted to a critique of objectivism and 

positivism, for the purposes of recovering a form of reflection which has its roots in 

Kant’s transcendentalism. Habermas’s reflection upon the conditions of the 

possibility of scientific enquiry reiterated, in modified form, Kant’s critique of 

Hume. Habermas claimed to be incorporating the materialist perspectives of Marx 

and Freud in order to correct what Habermas perceived to be idealist excesses in 

Kant, Fichte and Hegel. But this move only resulted in antinomy, because Habermas 

could not reconcile is successfully with the transcendental status of the knowledge- 

constitutive interests.

His subsequent work marks a shift of perspective in two central respects: 

firstly from a quasi-foundational epistemology to a pragmatics of speech, which he 

sees as “a continuation of the theory of knowledge with other means” (TCA 1: 

xxxix). Secondly, from the problematic of instrumental reason that occupied the 

central place in the first generation of Frankfurt School thought and Habermas’s own 

earlier work, to that of systems or functionalist reason. Encouraging both moves is a 

growing sense, which later develops into one of the most defining themes of his 

entire later work, that the failings of philosophy hitherto have been connected to its 

association with what Habermas variously refers to as the paradigm of 

consciousness, the philosophy of the subject, or the subject-centred perspective 

(PDM: 294-326). The intensified focus on structures of inter-subjective 

communication is intended as one means for avoiding this.

Habermas works his new position out through critiques of, principally, Marx, 

Weber and his Frankfurt elders. We saw that in KHI Habermas charged Marx with 

reducing the analysis of human life to the category of labour, neglecting the 

independent sphere of communicative interaction and thus subsuming politics under 

the category of technical manipulation. In the Theory of Communicative Action,
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Habermas (TCA 2: 334-343) develops this critique by locating Marx’s errors in his 

adoption of a subject/object model of analysis for society in both its two dimensions. 

In KHI these two dimensions were theorised as the system of social labour oriented 

to technical control of nature for the purposes of preservation and reproduction; and 

human-to-human interaction occurring against the backdrop of norms sedimented in 

the cultural tradition. While a subject/object model, which is precisely that identified 

with the paradigm of consciousness, is deemed appropriate for dealings with nature 

through labour, it is anathema to the domain of human interaction, where mutual 

understanding and not technical control is the orienting focus. It is the attachment to 

a paradigm of consciousness - a subject/object model - that prevents Marx from 

fully appreciating this

In the case of Weber, the defining feature of modernity was not, of course, 

commodification but rationalisation and bureaucratisation, a process the begins in 

the progressive differentiation and systematisation of spheres of life which are 

unified in traditional religious and metaphysical worldviews - principally, the 

cognitive-instrumental, the moral-practical and the aesthetic-expressive - and which 

ends in the notorious Iron Cage. Weber’s pessimistic vision of a cold bureaucratic 

world in which meaning has disappeared and freedom all but destroyed is seen by 

Habermas to be the result of generalising the model of a subject-centred, purposive 

rationality to society at large (TCA 2: 333). Again, by “purposive-rational” 

Habermas has in mind Weber’s Zweckrationlitat, sometimes also referred to as 

“cognitive-instrumental”, a form of rationality oriented to a calculation of the most 

effective means to the attainment of pre-given, egoistically defined ends, and finding 
a correlative social form in “strategic” rationality (TCA 1: 282)3.

Finally, through their appropriation of Lukacs’ combination of Marx’s theory 

of commodification and Weber’s theory of rationalisation under the category of 

reification, the early Frankfurt School are seen to inherit the errors associated with 

these accounts, something which becomes evident in their indictment of modern 

society as a totally administered, as thoroughly instrumentalised, and the 

corresponding political impotence that Habermas sees this as leading to (TCA 2: 

333).

We will be returning later to Habermas’s treatment of Adomo and

3 On Weber's types of rationality see Kalberg (1980).
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Horkheimer. For now, what needs to be noted is how in each case Habermas thinks 

the errors of these accounts are somehow connected to a fixation with a subject- 

centred paradigm, and his proposal for countering this is by means of the notion of 

communicative reason at the action-theoretic level and functionalist reason at the 

system level. We will largely be dealing with problems associated with the latter in 

this section and the former in the next.

2.2.2

The Continuation of Abstract Dualism: System and Lifeworld.

"The concept of progress is dialectical in a strictly unmetaphorical sense, in 

that its organon, reason, is one; a nature-dominating level and a reconciling 

level do not exist separate and disjunct within reason, rather both share all its 
determinations’" T. W. Adorno.4

Habermas’s appropriation of systems theory consists largely in re-describing 

or relocating the pathologies that Marx, Weber and Adomo and Horkheimer, in their 

respective ways, associated with capitalism, bureaucratisation or instrumental 

reason, as problems generated by an exponential growth of system complexity and 

the reacting back of system imperatives upon what is now more clearly delineated as 

the lifeworld - the realm cultural reproduction via inter-subjective, consensus- 

oriented communication5. The particular system imperatives that Habermas is 

concerned with are those that originate from the economic and administrative 

subsystems - money and bureaucratic state power. As modem societies grow in 

complexity the lifeworld becomes increasingly “uncoupled” from such systems, but 

also paradoxically more dependent upon them for their own reproduction. This 

dependency is conceived in terms of “mediatisation”, meaning that money and state 

power become media for interchange between the system and lifeworld. This occurs 

through the motivational “anchoring” of system requirements in the lifeworld via 

such roles as consumer (economic subsystem) and citizen (administrative subsystem)

4 Adorno, (2005: 152).
5 Habermas delineates his concept of lifeworld in the second volume of TCA (2: 119-150). There he 
identifies the lifeworld with the concept of communicative action and communication oriented to 
understanding (TCA 3: 130/1). These latter notions are elements of his theory of communicative 
action that are explicated in volume one and which we examine below.
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(TCA 2: 300-330).

This differentiation of system and lifeworld, and the anchoring of the latter in 

the former through media such as money and power, are seen by Habermas to enable 

a much greater level of functional integration in modem societies than traditional 

ones. But the expansion of money and state power into the lifeworld poses a 

problem because lifeworld functions - principally those of social integration 

(solidarity), cultural reproduction and socialisation - depend for their successful 

functioning upon the medium of communication oriented to understanding, and this 

medium is eroded by the encroachment of too much money and power. As a case 

study Habermas (TCA 2: 368) examines the way in which state power has tended to 

encroach upon lifeworld activities such as education bringing about a top-down 

juridification of child-teacher-parent relationships that is fundamentally 

undemocratic. This provides an example of what Habermas means by the 

“colonisation” of the lifeworld by the system.

The account of modernity which Habermas (TCA 1: 179-189) provides takes 

leave very closely from Weber’s, viewing the evolution of modernity in terms of the 

internal development and rationalisation of religious and metaphysical worldviews 

leading to the eventual differentiation in the central value-spheres of cognitive- 

instrumental (science), moral-practical (law/morality) and aesthetic-expressive (art), 

spheres that remained undifferentiated in traditional societies. On Weber’s view 

rationalisation was a morally ambivalent and paradoxical process because it was 

seen to bring unprecedented technological and material advance and greater 

subjective freedom, and yet, when followed through according to its internal logic, 

robbed the world of meaning and brought a new form of bureaucratic domination, 

represented by the figure of the Iron Cage. But crucially, Habermas departs from 

Weber in seeing the particular manner in which modernisation took hold in the West 

as influenced by contingent and external factors and not only structurally internal 

ones. This allows him to see the phenomena of loss of freedom and meaning that 

accompany bureaucratisation and rationalisation not as inevitable outcomes of a 

world-historical dynamic, but as due merely to the partial or uneven development of 

modernisation processes (TCA 1: 241; TCA 2: 318-330). It is for this reason that 

Habermas does not want to condemn modern differentiation and complexity as such, 

but only particular historical forms of imbalance between the spheres, imbalances 

which allow money and power to usurp the claims of the lifeworld.
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“Neither the secularisation of worldviews nor the structural differentiation of 

society has unavoidable pathological side-effects per se. It is not the 

differentiation of society and independent development of cultural values 

spheres that lead to the cultural impoverishment of everyday communicative 

practice, but an elitist splitting-off of expert cultures from contexts of 

communicative action in daily life. It is not the uncoupling of media-steered 

subsystems... from the lifeworld that leads to the one-sided rationalisation or 

reification of everyday communicative practice, but only the penetration of 

forms of economic and administrative rationality into areas of action that resist 

being converted over to the media of money and power... because they remain 

dependent on mutual understanding as a mechanism for coordinating action. If 

we assume, further, that the phenomena of a loss of meaning and freedom do 

not turn up by chance but are structurally generated, we must try to explain 

why media-steered subsystems develop irresistible inner dynamics that bring 

about both the colonisation of the lifeworld and its segmentation from science 

morality and art.” (TCA 2: 330/1).

From this perspective Marx’s error is now seen as his over-generalising the 

problems associated with a specific institutionalised fonn of class relation under 

capitalism to the social system as a whole. This example of “Hegelian totality

thinking” (TCA 2: 240), as Habermas sees it,

“excludes from the start the question of whether the systemic connection of the 

capitalist economy and the modem state administration do not also represem a 

higher and evolutionary advantageous level of integration by comparison to 

traditional societies... He does not see that the differentiation of the state 

apparatus and the economy also represents a higher level of system 

differentiation...” (TCA 2: 339).6

Likewise, Adorno and Horkheimer’s problematic of instrumental reason is said

6 In Chapter 6 of Time, Labor and Social Domination Moishe Postone firmly counters Habermas's 
critique of Marx by pointing out, amongst other things, that what Habermas takes to be Marx's 
reduction of social relations to labour is actually Marx analysing and critiquing the way in which 
social relations become reduced to labour in the capitalist societies of his day.
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to suffer from practically identical problems, rooted in a philosophy of the subject 

they too, like Weber, generalise the model of Zweckrationalitat to the institutional 

structure of society at large, rather than seeing it as one possible action-orientation 

within the lifeworld. Habermas thinks that Zweckrationalitat cannot be so 

generalised because it involves a conscious calculation of means which only 

individual actors can enact, whereas the type of reason specific to the institutional 

domain of modernity operates “behind the backs” of members (TCA 2: 306; 333). 

This type of reason is not instrumental reason as such but systems or functionalist 

reason. This type of reason is said not to depend on any assumptions about the 

rationality of the members of an organisational complex, being impersonal and tied 

to roles, rules and procedures it depends rather on “the functional contribution that 

positions, programs, and decisions... make towards solving system problems.” (TCA 

2: 306).

This is an absolutely pivotal move in Habermas’s thought because it allows 

him to jettison a Marxian theory of value and effectively endorse features of liberal 

capitalist modernity, such as capital accumulation, individualism, consumerism, 

instrumentalism, and the pathologies associated with the fragmentation of spheres, 

by seeing them as inevitable by-products of system complexity, which may or may 

not undermine possibilities for freedom depending on the extent to which we allow 

them to colonise the lifeworld. That they might undermine lifeworld functions 

carried out via the medium of mutual understanding, or to what extent, is not 

something that can be answered, Habermas thinks, independent of empirical 

research:

“To what extent the scope of disposition cleared by a formal organisation is 

utilised in a purposive rational manner, instructions are carried out in a 

purposive rational way, and internal conflicts area dealt with in a purposive 

rational fashion; to what extent the imperatives of profitableness in business, 

which capitalist enterprises must (more or less) follow, leave their mark on the 

action orientations of the operating staff - these are questions that, as empirical 

studies have shown, can by no means be answered deductively.” (TCA 2: 310).

On this account Zweckrationalitat still occupies a place in Habermas’s system 

but now only as one possible action-orientation of speaking and acting subjects in
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the lifeworld, and not as a characteristic of modern systems as a whole. Or should 

we say ostensibly, because there are fundamental ambiguities surrounding 

Habermas’s treatment of the issue of instrumental versus functionalist reason which 

lead one to believe that the paradigm shift that he is attempting to enact cannot be 

made so easily.

Firstly, Habermas notes in more than one place that system forces and 

constraints may act in such a way as actually to cause an instrumentalisation of the 

lifeworld. This is said to occur when economic system imperatives - notably 

consumerism and possessive individualism - encroach upon the private sphere 

generating a “media-induced shift to purposive-rational action.” In such a case, he 

tells us, “the communicative practice of everyday life suffers from a forced 

adjustment to cognitive-instrumental action orientations and tends to corresponding 

reactive-formations” (TCA 2: 325). Thus, while in one respect we are told that 

functionalist reason is something entirely different from instrumental reason, it still 

appears to have the capacity to induce instrumental reason. Suppose we accept that 

the possibility of a given thing A (in this case functionalist reason) to generate 

phenomena B (cognitive-instrumental reason) does not imply an identity between A 

and B, it still seems to suggest some relation, a closer relation than Habermas’s strict 

delimitation of functionalist reason would allow. Moreover, there is cause for 

concern in the fact that the system imperatives at play in this particular example of 

Habermas’s - consumerism and possessive individualism - appear not to be 

imperatives of economic systems per se, but only of specific kinds of economic 

system, notably liberal-capitalist ones.

However, the issue that perhaps raises most questions about the supposed 

paradigm shift from instrumental to functionalist reason is the fact that Habermas 

does indeed at times identify modern systems and sub-systems with purposive 

rationality and cognitive-instrumental rationality. This is something that has been 

picked up on by Maeve Cooke. As Cooke (1994: 145-6) herself notes, Habermas 

thinks that the main problems of modern society stem from a colonisation of the 

lifeworld by the system. However, Habermas also links this colonisation thesis up 

with his Weberian analysis of the differentiation of spheres in modernity, claiming 

that the spheres are out of balance with one another to the extent that the cognitive- 

instrumental sphere has been allowed to dominate at the expense of the moral- 

practical and aesthetic-expressive spheres. The answer to this, for Habermas, lies in
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redressing the balance and allowing for a “free interplay” of the different spheres. 

But when he argues thus he displays a clear tendency to identify the economic and 

administrative subsystems precisely with the cognitive-instrumental sphere (e.g. 

TCA 1: 250, 341).

Further, on the final pages of the first volume of TCA, in what is ostensibly a 

critique of the concept of instrumental reason in Adorno and Horkheimer, Habermas 

makes the following comments:

Societal imperatives of self-preservation establish themselves not only in the 

teleology of individual members’ actions but also in the functional 

interconnection of the aggregated effects of action. The integration of members 

of society that takes place via processes of reaching understanding is limited 

not only by the force of competing interests but also by the weight of systemic 

imperatives of self-preservation that develop their force objectively in 

operating through the action orientations of the actors involved. The problem 

of reification arises less from a purposive rationality that has been absolutised 

in the service of self-preservation, from an instrumental reason that has gone 

wild, than from the circumstances than an unleashed functionalist reason of 

systems maintenance disregards and overrides the claim to reason ingrained in 

communicative sociation and lets the rationalisation of the lifeworld run idle. 

(TCA 1: 398/9).

In this passage we are able to see that Habermas’s critique of instrumental 

reason does not really hold. Habermas has already made clear how Adorno and 

Horkheimer generalise Lukacs’ theory of reification, which was based on an analysis 

of the commodity form, into the theory of instrumental reason based on a 

philosophical-historical anthropology of the drive for self-preservation (TCA 1: 366- 

399). He has also reproached them for failing to see that instrumental reason is a 

form of reason specific to contexts of action involving “knowing and acting 

subjects” (TCA 2: 333), and cannot be totalised to a systems level. Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s attempt to do so, like Weber’s before them, represents a categorial 

confusion. Yet in the passage above, and in others (e.g. TCA 1: 250, 341), 

Habermas appears to do precisely what he says cannot be done, for he links self- 

preservation both to action and system levels.
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Habermas does not pay sufficient attention to his categorical distinctions here 

because he is really only interested in constructing a picture against which he can 

oppose and develop his own concept of communicative reason, a concept we will 

analyse in more depth shortly. Thus, his injunctions against the application of the 

concept of instrumental reason to an institutional or system level should not be taken 

too seriously. There is no inherent reason why the concept of purposive or 

instrumental reason cannot be taken to apply to an institutional or systems level. The 

criterion Habermas invokes to exclude such an application is that of conscious, 

deliberate planning or calculation by knowing and acting subjects. This is said to be 

a feature of action contexts but not systems. But as McCarthy (1985) has argued, no 

rigid separation between structure and agency can hold, unless one subscribes to a 

type of cybernetic automaton view of society that Habermas actually opposes in his 

criticisms of Niklas Luhmann. Complex feedback mechanisms have to be 

conceptualised whereby the evolution, persistence and change of systems and 

structures is always linked back, in the last analysis, to intentional human agency.7 

Social systems orient to specific purposes that have been shaped by social and 

political struggles.

Instrumental reason is that form of reason which is oriented to determining the 

most efficient means for the fulfilment of pre-given ends, ends which are arrived at 

on the basis of private preference (Kantian Wilkur) rather than the common good. 

The economic system that prevails in the West, and increasingly around the globe, is 

overwhelmingly or exclusively capitalist. Thus, organisations that fall under its 

disciplinary logic operate within a legal and cultural framework that not only 

promotes and encourages but requires and necessitates private accumulation of 

socially generated wealth through extraction of surplus labour. The analogy between 

instrumental reason and the “rationality” of a capitalist system should therefore be 

clear. It may be that actors fulfilling roles and positions within the economic system 

are not consciously pursuing their own personal instrumental objectives. So-called 

post-claim underwriters working in US health insurance firms, whose task it is to 

identify technical errors in policyholder paperwork in order that the insurers may 

avoid having to make payouts to chronically sick people, and who receive bonus 

payments for “success”, may not be consciously intending to hasten the deaths of

7 Bhaskar's (1998: 33-5) Transformational Model of Social Action appears more suitable for 
understanding the relations between structure and agency. See also Archer (2003).
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policyholders, or to perpetuate a capitalist economic and cultural system. They are 

nonetheless clearly sub-serving instrumental objectives.

Moreover, Habermas is surely guilty of naivety in thinking that lifeworld and 

system functions can be carried out in perfect isolation from one another, such that 

system imperatives would never leave their imprint upon the attitudes and 

dispositions of those who serve them, as if there were no such thing as a culture of 

capitalism or instrumentalism that was able to transcend the boundary between 

culture and system and so underlie them both. It seems to suppose a view of human 

beings as dual-aspect - at one moment system functionaries, at another moment 

lifeworld participants - in the same way that Kant’s theory did, and generates all the 

problems associated with that latter view, that were treated in Chapter 1. This should 

come as no surprise because there is a direct lineage between Habermas’s dualism 

between system and lifeworld, moving through his earlier dualism between labour 

and interaction, back to the Kantian dualism between nature and reason. This is not 

to say that other theoretical sources are not also at play here, but that it is Kant’s 

rigid commitment to the separation of spheres, mediated through Weber’s neo- 

Kantianism , and especially the ontological separation between a natural world of 

mechanical necessity and a spiritual world of freedom, that remains the primary 

philosophical inspiration. The result is undialectically to abstract out two moments 

of an ethical whole which results in a simultaneous distortion of each. On the side of 

the lifeworld, we are left with a serious under-appreciation of the extent to which 

economic system imperatives do not just colonise from outside but become part of 

the very fabric of the lifeworld in capitalist societies. On the other hand, the worlds 

of politics and economics are conceded to pernicious forces so that it becomes 

acceptable to dominate nature and each other so long as it is carried out in the 

“appropriate” sphere. But it could be precisely this concession that debases and de

humanises lifeworld interaction.

8 See Rose (1981).
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Section 3.

Universal Pragmatics and the Theory of Communicative Action.

“By leaving consideration of the destructive side of progress to its enemies, 

thought in its headlong rush into pragmatism is forfeiting its sublating 

character, and therefore its relation to truth.” Horkheimer & Adorno, Dialectic 

of Enlightenment9

2.3.1
Introduction.

The theory of communicative action is based on the programme of “universal”, 

or “formal”, pragmatics. Formal pragmatics is a methodological programme 

oriented towards the explication or "reconstruction" of the intuitive know-how of 

speaking and acting subjects with a view to eliciting the rational and normative 

potential of everyday speech (CES: 1-4). The purpose of this programme is to 

generate a normative foundation for critical theory on alternative grounds to the 

model of purposive rationality. Like with KHI, it begins in a “quasi-transcendental” 

manner, but whereas that latter work is oriented to explicating anthropologically 

invariant interests as presuppositions of scientific enquiry, universal pragmatics is 

oriented to revealing the pragmatic presuppositions of everyday speech.

According to Habermas, the communication characteristic of everyday speech 

is inherently oriented towards reaching understanding (Verstandigung) between 

speakers and hearers (TCA 1: 287), and this orientation is said to be governed by a 

complex set of pragmatic rules a more or less implicit mastery of which all 

communication presupposes. This is most evident in the case of the rules of 

grammar, which exhibit a sort of normative force on all those involved in speech for 

the facilitation of mutual understanding, whether those rules are explicitly known or 

not. But apart from this rather obvious case, communication also presupposes a 

mastery of certain pragmatic rules and it is the normative content and rational force 

of these rules that Habermas is most interested in revealing, reconstructing and

DoE: xvi.
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radicalising, for critical-theoretical purposes. This is the project which Habermas 

sets himself in the Theory of Communicative Action. This theory, then, is essentially 

a theory of the rational potential inherent in everyday communication oriented 

towards understanding, and formal pragmatics is the programme of laying bare its 

underlying dynamics. In what follows we will rehearse the essentials of this theory 

before subjecting it to critique.

2.3.2
Communicative Action: A Closer Examination.

Habermas takes off from J. L. Austin’s (1975) so-called speech-act theory by 

focusing on the performative perspective of language-in-use (TCA 1: 273-78). For 

Austin (1975: 117), understanding, or what he referred to as "uptake", consists 

essentially of two moments: the first is the expression of some propositional content 

- that to which communicative acts refer or are about - the second is a performative 

moment which establishes a mode of relation with another person, what Habermas 

calls the speech-act’s “binding” effect (TCA 1: 278). So if the utterance "s is p" 

gives us a basic propositional content, this can be modified in a multiplicity of ways 

according to its modality, generally achieved by the use of one or another verb - "I 

assert that s is p", "I warn you that s is p", "I hereby excuse the fact that s is p", "I 

command that s is p", etc. In each of these instances a qualitatively distinct relation 

is enacted by a speaker vis-a-vis a hearer.
Within speech act theory the propositional content is generally referred to as 

the locutionary function, while the mode of relation established is referred to as the 

illocutionary function. A third function which relates to the unintended or intended 

material consequences of acts is also analysed, which Austin referred to as the 

perlocutionary function (Austin, 1975: 100-110). In this latter case, a speaker might 

make the utterance "I assert that the cat is on the mat" and unintentionally provoke a 

hearer to whom the utterance is addressed into having a nervous reaction due to an 

extreme irrational phobia of cats. If that were to occur, the perlocutionary effect 

could not be read off of either the manifest locutionary content nor the illocutionary 

force. Rather, it is something that arises extraneously to those features of the speech 

act. This point will be of importance later when we come to look at Habermas's 

arguments for the normative primacy of communicative over strategic action.
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Habermas utilises this approach and assimilates it to a similarly oriented 

approach of the German linguist Karl Buhler, (TCA 1: 275). From this he 

establishes his own three-fold typology of basic speech acts which form a speech- 

theoretic equivalent to Kantian categories. These are: the representational function 

(sometimes also referred to as the constative or the assertoric, following Austin); the 

expressive function; and the regulative (or normative) functions. These are the three 

basic modes in which communication oriented to reaching understanding can be seen 

to occur. While it is the goal of the representational function of speech to represent 

states of affairs in the objective empirical world, it is the goal of the expressive to 

express the subjective experience of the individual, and the goal of the regulative to 

regulate actions with reference to some socio-normative context, yielding the 

respective archetypal expressions - "The cat is on the mat"; "I feel pain"; "you ought 

not to do that". What is important to realise here is that, in each case, the utterance 

takes place within a context of an attempt to reach understanding with somebody 

about some aspect of the world, whether that be the objective world of states and 

events, the subjective "world" of experiences and feelings, or a socio-normative 

"world" of legitimately ordered inter-personal relations (TCA 1: 309/10).
Habermas thinks that this attempt to reach understanding in language may be 

thought of as rationally motivated. This rational potential of communicative 

relations is developed partially with the resources of so-called truth-conditional 

semantics, propounded by the likes of Frege and Davidson (fCA 1: 276), partly with 

appeal to the theory of argumentation put forward by Toulmin (TCA 1: 22-32) and 

partly against the background of a commitment to Peirce’s consensus theory of truth.

Truth-conditional semantics is a doctrine that attempts to forge an internal 

relation between the meaning of a sentence and its validity by tying the 

understanding of sentences to a knowledge of the real-world conditions that would 

have to hold for the sentence to considered true (TCA 1: 276). In linking semantics 

with truth or validity conditions in this way, the underlying assumption is that any 

standard representational sentence, such as "The cat is on the mat", constitutes not 

only an attempt to convey semantic content, but also a more or less implicit claim to 

truth, what Habermas calls a “validity claim” (TCA 1: 278). If so, then implicit in 

any representational speech act of this kind will be contained a sort of criticisable 

offer, by a speaker to a hearer, to accept or to recognise the claim to truth or validity 

residing therein. It is the fact of recognition by a hearer, of the truth claim raised by
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a speaker, that constitutes the basis, Habermas thinks, of the possibility of rationally 

motivated inter-subjectivity (TCA 1: 287).

Habermas generalises this pragmatic approach to speech to cover the other two 

functions in addition to the representational function just encountered, the expressive 

and the regulative functions. The representational function involves the raising of 

validity claims in the form of factual assertions about a putative “objective” world 

which can be accepted or rejected on the basis of presumptively rational, discursive 

testing. In order to ground the other functions of speech in a like manner, Habermas 

enjoins us to conceive of additional “worlds” to which the other two functions might 

relate, and which can act as a basis for rationally grounding validity claims in a 

manner, if not identical, then at least analogous to the representational function. To 

this end Habermas introduces the idea of a "system" of worlds consisting of the 

objective, the social and the internal worlds (TCA 1: 308).

Applying truth-conditional semantics to language-use in these other domains 

yields, Habermas thinks, a similar link between meaning and validity in the 

regulative and expressive domains as has been seen to exist in the assertoric or 

representational domain. Whereas the validity claim made within the assertoric 

mode is a claim to truth, the claim made within the regulative and expressive modes 

is conceived of as being a claim to rightness and sincerity (sometimes referred to as 

“truthfulness”) respectively (TCA 1:308). While assertoric or representational 

utterances (“the car is on the mat”) can generally be tested and supported by 

observational evidence, the rightness of a regulative utterance can be checked by 

referring to some shared normative context (e.g. the highway code), whereas 

expressive veracity may be ascertained through measuring behavioural or 

speech/action consistency over time.

While this analysis gives us three analytically distinct orders of utterance, and 

three corresponding realms of putative validity, in actual speech Habermas (TCA 1: 

306) thinks that all three orders will be more or less implicitly present in any given 

utterance, regardless of the utterance's explicit force or form. Thus all utterances are 

said always to exhibit at least three claims to validity. Characteristically, only one of 

the domains will be explicitly thematised in any given utterance, but the other 

domains will be equally, if unthematically, present. Hence, while “The cat is on the 

mat" ostensibly appears as a straightforward representational or assertoric sentence 

relating to the objective empirical world and raising a validity claim to truth, on
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closer inspection we see that the other domains are also implicit. Thus the utterance 

will invariably express, more or less indirectly, some inner experiential content, such 

as, minimally, the belief that the cat is on the mat, or more expansively, and 

depending on the context or tone of utterance, the fear, bemusement or annoyance, 

that the cat is on the mat. Correlatively, it is assumed that the normative context 

permits the utterance to be made - so that it may be thought of as appropriate or right 

in the circumstances. Thus:

"The speaker must choose a comprehensible expression so that speaker and 

hearer can understand one another. The speaker must have the intention of 

communicating a true proposition (or a propositional content, the existential 

presuppositions of which are satisfied) so that the hearer can share the 

knowledge of the speaker. The speaker must want to express his intentions 

truthfully so that the hearer can believe the utterance of the speaker (can trust 

him). Finally, the speaker must choose an utterance that is right so that the 

hearer can accept the utterance and speaker and hearer can agree with one 

another in the utterance with respect to a recognized normative background." 

(CES: 2/3).

Habermas thinks that there is a presumption of rationality lying behind 

communicative interaction because there is an expectation built into the process of 

raising validity claims that such claims could be redeemed or rejected on the basis 

of mutually acceptable reasons if necessary (TCA 1: 17). Drawing on the work of 

Toulmin, Habermas (TCA 1: 24) attempts to make the case that it is part of the 

very meaning of communication oriented to understanding that disputes over the 

validity claims raised within communication will be resolved not by force, or 

irrational forms of persuasion, but by agreement based on a give and take of 

reasons - by the “force of the better argument” (TCA 1: 25). Habermas thinks 

that this assumption links everyday communication internally to rational 

argumentation, or what he often refers to as discourse - a reflexive, second-order 

form of everyday speech.

Thus, if everyday understanding breaks down, because some implicit 

validity claim has been problematised, Habermas thinks that we are compelled by 

virtue of our very participation in regimes of communicative action to find a

84



resolution to the dispute through a discursive give and take of reasons. Again, 

utilising Peirce, this process should be thought of as extending indefinitely into the 

future and as approximating an “ideal speech situation” (TCA 1: 26). An ideal 

speech situation is a counterfactual ideal that will invariably never actually be 

reached, but because the norm is always already embedded in structures of human 

interaction it can be reconstructed and shown to imply certain “symmetry 

conditions”. A fuller analysis of this part of Habermas’s work will be the subject 

of Chapter 3. At this point Habermas makes only a passing reference to such 

conditions as a commitment to the force of the better argument, equality, and 

freedom from repression (TCA 1: 25/6). Although communication may often 

deviate from such conditions, because they are taken to be sedimented in the very 

form of linguistic interaction, they can be theoretically reconstructed - or idealised 

- and then utilised as general principles by which all forms of communication 

which deviate from them can be criticised.

Before moving on to the next section we need to note that Habermas’s 

assimilation of truth-conditional semantics and a consensus theory of truth to 

speech-act theory lead to quite a departure from the basic terms of Austin’s 

account. In particular it leads to a much more expansive notion of the telos of 

speech than was intended by Austin’s notion of “uptake”. By “uptake” Austin had 

in mind a form of understanding in speech akin to a bare linguistic comprehension 

of an utterance. Habermas’s reconstruction leads to a much more expansive and 

normatively charged notion of understanding, denoted by the German term 

Verstandigung. This is important because it is only this understanding of 

understanding that provides the theory of communicative action with its normative 

bite. To clarify, this sense of understanding involves a recognition not only that 

what a speaker says is grammatically or semantically correct, but that the speaker 

and the hearer's understanding of the truth-conditions of an utterance converge in 

an idealised consensus (TCA 1: 286). This is equivalent to saying that speaker 

and hearer essentially agree, in an emphatic sense, regarding everything that may 

be subject to contestation surrounding a claim made in a particular domain of 

language. As we shall see below, this move will be at the centre of some of the 

most forceful criticisms made of Habermas’s theory of communicative rationality.
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2.3.3

The Normative Priority of the Communicative Standpoint and the Transition to 

Discourse Ethics.

The first problem that arises for Habermas’s theory of communicative 

rationality is that although mutual understanding is said to be the inherent telos of 

speech, the ideals of mutual understanding, agreement and rational consensus are 

never guaranteed. In fact it may seem on first view that communication can be used 

as equally well for strategic or purposively rational ends as it can for purposes of 

mutual understanding. Thus, if Habermas does not want to resort to a metaphysics 

of language, in a similar way to which Kant resorted to a metaphysics of the person 

(Kant’s “rational being as such” argument exhibited below (§1.1.8) he has to provide 

an account as to why communication often does not in fact exhibit an orientation to 

Verstandigung. Of course, Habermas is not unaware of this issue and attempts to 

provide an answer which can account for both the normative and axiological priority 

of communicative reason.

Habermas’s answer comes in the way of the so-called parasitism thesis: 

purposive or strategic action is said always to be parasitic upon a deeper 

communicative substratum, again oriented to understanding, which must already 

have been more or less implicitly accepted before strategic intentions can have any 

chance of success. It is this parasiticism that Habermas thinks grounds the normative 

and axiological priority of the communicative-rational standpoint.

In order to see this we need briefly to recall Austin’s (Austin, 1975: 105-115) 

distinction between illocution and perlocution. By illocution Austin referred to the 

conventional force of an utterance that is carried by such terms as “require”, 

“request”, “inform”, “warn”, “assert”, “enjoin”, etc. If a speaker issues a warning to 

a hearer and the hearer understands the conventions surrounding warnings, then ipso 

facto the speech act has been understood and “uptake” achieved. The important 

point about the illocutionary moment of speech, at least for Habermas, is that the 

force is always internal to the manifest content of the relevant illocution. To issue a 

warning is to issue a warning. In short, one means what one says.

By perlocution, Austin referred to any intended or unintended external “side- 

effects” that the performance of an illocution might have. For example, if, in issuing 

a warning, a speaker either advertently or inadvertently shocks or distresses a hearer,
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because of some idiosyncratic feature of this particular context of utterance - say the 

hearer's bad nerves - the resulting shock or distress is an external effect which could 

not have been foreseen simply on the basis of the manifest content of the utterance, 

without knowing all the other relevant biographical and contextual details about the 

person in question.

It is this distinction, then, that Habermas leverages off for the purpose of 

motivating his parasitism thesis arguing that strategic intentions always depends 

upon a more basic and prior understanding being reached about e.g. the locutionary 

and illocutionary force of an utterance (locutions and illocutions being the “carriers” 

of perlocutions), then illocutions are primary, perlocutions derivative, and strategic 

action is normatively parasitic upon communicative action. As Habermas states it:

"Naturally, speech acts can serve this non-illocutionary aim of influencing 

hearers only if they are suited to achieve illocutionary aims. If the hearer failed 

to understand what the speaker was saying, a strategically acting speaker would 

not be able to bring the hearer, by means of communicative acts, to behave in 

the desired way. To this extent, what we initially designated as "the use of 

language with an orientation to consequences" is not an original use of 

language but the subsumption of speech acts that serve illocutionary aims under 

conditions of action oriented to success." (TCA 1: 293).

2.3.4
The Parasitism Thesis and Its Problems.

Now, it is important to note, firstly, that despite this distinction, Austin quickly 

came to realize that in actual speech, illocutionary and perlocutionary moments 

thoroughly interpenetrate one another. Thus, perlocutionary effects could not be 

achieved without illocutionary understanding and illocutionary utterances always 

themselves aim at the generation of certain effects, e.g. of informing, asserting, 

warning, etc. (Austin, 1975: 115/6). It is for this reason that Austin confined his 

distinction strictly to the analytical level. This is not the case with Habermas, 

however, who prefers to read it materially and, we might say, ontologically 

(Alexander, 1991: 67). This leads, amongst other things, to an overly naive and 

simplistic view of communicative relationships, as some of what we say below will
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serve to highlight.

Secondly, as we have already suggested, Habermas is only able to sustain his 

parasitism thesis by departing from standard speech act theory and engaging in some 

fairly blatant equivocation in his use of his central concepts. To take the concept of 

perlocutionary effects first - in the case of Austin’s use of this term, the term was 

meant to refer to any externally achieved effect of an utterance, whether deliberative 

or non-deliberate, manifest or concealed. However, Habermas identifies perlocution 

with one subset of the possibilities covered by Austin’s notion - that of deliberate 

and concealed intent. It is in this way that Habermas makes the case for identifying 

perlocutions with strategic motivations - purposive rationality - and it is in this way 

that the parasitism thesis is able to gain ostensive appeal.

In the case of the concept of illocution, this is reconstructed, as we have seen, 

by means of the incorporation of truth-conditional semantics, and by superimposing 

his own rationalist ideal of Verstandigung in place of Austin’s “uptake”. What 

allows this, as Apel (1999: 278) has pointed out, is an ambiguity in the German word 

"understanding", an ambiguity which is not present in English. The type of 

linguistic understanding Austin wanted to capture with his “uptake” is more 

equivalent to the German Verstehen. The type of understanding that Habermas 

thinks constitutive of communicative action is not Verstehen but, as we have already 

stated, Verstandigung, which embodies a much stronger normative sense, rendered 

more closely in English as agreement.

This much has been drawn out by Apel (1999). In fact, the form of 

agreement involved is even stronger than is suggested by Apel in his own critique. It 

implies a highly specific form of rational agreement - Einverstandnis - which 

Habermas differentiates from a mere de facto accord - Ubereinstimmung - or a 

propositionally undifferentiated, pre-reflective, collective like-mindedness - 

Gleichgestimmtheit. Understanding in this sense aims at shared convictions (TCA 1: 

287) about some matter terminating in the "inter-subjective mutuality of reciprocal 

understanding, shared knowledge, mutual trust, and accord with one another." (CES:

3).
When Habermas claims that understanding is the inherent telos of speech it is 

this normatively loaded sense of understanding that he has in mind, although often 

(ironically) concealed as understanding in the minimal sense, and this places a far 

greater burden of argument on Habermas than would be the case if what he meant by
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understanding was simply “uptake”, in Austin’s sense. Apel (1992 ) thinks that this 

burden cannot be met by Habermas from the perspective of a post-metaphysical, 

merely formal-pragmatic analysis of language.

On Austin’s use of terms the claim that perlocutions are parasitic on illocutions 

is trivial (see e.g. Tugendhat 1985: 180). It is trivial, from a moral-theoretic point of 

view, because it does not tell us, for example, anything about the moral quality of the 

external (perlocutionary) effects actualised, or the moral quality of the intentions of 

the agent involved. It merely tells us that illocutionary utterances sometimes have 

side-effects that cannot be read-off the manifest illocutionary meaning of the 

utterance. Thus, the thesis only really takes on a moral significance when we operate 

with Habermas’s own idiosyncratic, normatively loaded, uses of those terms; that is 

when “uptake” becomes “rational consensus” (Verstehen becomes Einverstandnis) 

and perlocution becomes concealed strategic (and thus, Habermas assumes, 

necessarily deceitful) action. But the only reason it takes on moral significance in 

this case, is due to the fact that the distinction underlying it (between illocutions and 

perlocutions) is no longer derived from a simple formal-pragmatic understanding of 

speech, but from a superimposition of extraneous normative discriminations.

Apel (1999) himself pursues this point in reference to what he sees to be 

Habermas's preoccupation with strategic uses of language where intentions are 

concealed, downplaying or neglecting forms of strategic action where strategic 

intentions are perfectly manifest. Apel refers to this latter form as an openly 

strategic use of language (hereafter mostly OSUL). This is typified in lifeworld 

contexts by strategies of negotiation and bargaining, but also by orders and 

commands. An openly strategic use of language would be one where there is a 

deliberate (strategic) intention to influence the course of interaction in a certain 

direction, but where one's intentions to do so are perfectly transparent.

In fact, as Apel (1999: 278) notes, OSUL does figure in Habermas's account, in 

the form of simple imperatives (TCA: 324), but only as extreme limit cases, such as 

are expressed in the commands "Hands up!" or "Hand over the money!" in the 

context, say, of a bank robbery. By treating OSUL as exceptional phenomena in this 

way, Apel claims, Habermas effectively marginalises a form of communication 

which is a central feature of the lifeworld. This can be seen in the case of bargaining 

or negotiation which are simultaneously oriented to strategic goals and 

understanding on the basis of transparent meanings, albeit in a normatively less
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demanding sense than idealised consensus10. But in treating OSUL as marginal or as 

a limit case, by focusing on instances that are much more obviously morally 

objectionable, Habermas is more easily able to arrive at his desired contrast between 

a parasitic strategic action and an original communicative action. Once we consider 

less marginal, more mundane forms of openly strategic action, Apel argues, then the 

formal pragmatic justification fails and a stronger, transcendental, justification 

becomes necessary.

Apel actually agrees with what he sees as the “deep intuition” lying behind 

Habermas’s theory, namely that an idealised consensus is the telos of linguistic 

practice. This also involves an agreement with Habermas’s position on the parasitic 

dependency of concealed strategic action on communicative action, and therefore the 

normative priority of the latter over the former. He disputes only Habermas’s 

method of arriving there. He feels that an argument establishing the normative 

priority of communicative over “strategic” action cannot be had purely formally or 

analytically, on the basis of the internal functioning of speech, but must have 

recourse to a stronger, extra-linguistic philosophical principle or norm from whose 

vantage point idealised consensus can be evaluated as good. Habermas does not 

acknowledge this and is therefore guilty of surreptitiously smuggling extra-linguistic 

normative content into his definition of communication oriented towards 

understanding by means of a petitio principii. In other words, Habermas achieves by 

definition what he was supposed to achieve by way of argument, presupposing what 

was supposed to be proved:

“From the standpoint of an analytical semantics and pragmatics of language, 

Habermas has already loaded the concept of understanding normatively, so that 

a consensual-communicative solution to the problem of rational 

communication, and thus the problem of linguistic understanding in the 

broadest sense, tends to be anticipated.” (Apel, 1999: 276).

Indeed, Apel thinks that the whole project of discourse ethics is anticipated in this 

way.

10 Habermas has, of course, made a greater effort to incorporate instances of OSUL into his later 
work, notably in Between Facts and Norms (1996). That he does so is not relevant to the point at 
play here though, that is, that a defence of the normative content of communicative action cannot 
be had on the basis of formal pragmatics alone.
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ApePs position resonates with the criticisms repeatedly made, in their own 

way, by several of Habermas’s closest followers and critics, such as Taylor (1991), 

Tugendhat (1985), Skeij (1985), Culler (1988), Alexander (1991), Benhabib (1986) 

and Cooke (2006) amongst others. Jeffrey Alexander (1991: 63), for example, has 

provided a similar analysis of another of Habermas’s central concepts - that of 

“Bindung”, to that Apel offers with Verstandigung. As with “understanding”, 

bindende contains a dual reference which can be translated in English as either 

bonding or binding and Habermas exploits this ambiguity too in an attempt to 

establish two effects simultaneously that would ordinarily require two separate 

analytical moves. Alexander relates this equivocation, ultimately, to a conflation of 

cultural and social systems.

Alexander points out that Habermas draws quite heavily upon Parson’s 

reconstruction of Weber in framing the distinction between system and lifeworld and 

in the account of the separation of spheres (TCA, 1: 158). Parsons himself classified 

Weberian processes of rationalisation under three analytical aspects - society, 

culture and personality - to denote the tendential drive towards differentiation and 

autonomy of aspects which were once integrated and unified in more primitive 

societies (TCA, 1: 158). Alexander argues that under this schema, culture refers to 

the organisation of symbolic meanings which inform human action while the social 

system encompasses aspects which determine the degrees of social integration 

(Alexander, 1991: 65). As such, matters relating to the practice of reaching 

communicative understanding should properly come under the rubric of the cultural 

system, whereas those relating to the degree of conflict or cooperation are more 

properly analysed as moments of the social system. While Parsons is said to have 

maintained a strict analytical separation between these domains, in conflating 

binding and bonding in bindende Habermas is accused of undermining or “erasing” 

that distinction by seeing success in one domain as internally related to success in the 

other. Habermas employs this dual sense to express, on the one hand, the cognitive 

aspect of a linguistic understanding forged through symbolic meanings (binding), 

and on the other hand, to a more or less affective relation resulting from substantive 

processes of social integration (bonding). As Alexander states it:

“Speech not only binds people to an understanding (through their participation

in the cultural system); it also bonds them together in solidarity (through their
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integration in the social system).... But, while meaning is cultural, relationships 

are social. Success on the one level by no means implies success on another." 

(1991: 65).

It is important to see how the criticisms of Apel and Alexander reproduce, in 

their own ways, the criticisms made by those critics of KHI that we encountered 

earlier. The crucial link between binding and bonding, Verstehen and 

Verstandigung, insight and solidarity, are all moments in the dualism of theory and 

practice that has perplexed Habermas since the start of his career. Our argument has 

been that it is essentially Habermas’s commitment to Kantian dualism that is 

responsible for such “dissemblance” and “duplicity”, trying to hold together two 

moments that higher-order commitments prevent him from uniting. No 

reconciliation is possible on Kantian grounds. This is why Habermas has 

consistently tried to close the gap by means of terminological fiat and conceptual 

equivocation, in a similar way to which Kant attempted to close the gap by means of 

the postulates of practical reason (§1.2.3).

Now, assuming for a moment that the criticisms of Apel and Alexander, are 

sound, that rational agreement is not something that can be justified simply on the 

basis of an analysis of the pragmatics of language, but has to rely on prior moral 

commitments that are smuggled into Habermas’s paradigm, we might wonder what 

is motivating Habermas to afford such pre-eminence to the value of rational 

agreement or consensus in the first place? It is not easy to find an answer to such a 

question, precisely because it is operating as a tacit and un-reflected upon a priori 

assumption. The most likely possibility appears to be that the assumption rests on an 

ideological predilection for a liberal-pragmatist account of language and morality, 

viewed primarily as instruments for the coordination of divergent interests under 

conditions of modern complexity - the classical liberal problem of order.11 As means 

for coordination of divergent individual interests, the principle of consensus can be 

seen to take on a very similar function to Kant’s categorical imperative, Locke’s 

social contract, or Hobbes’s absolute monarch. This is something we are going to 

examine in more detail in the next chapter. Here, we need to point out that neither

11 This appears to be obvious from the emphasis that Habermas gives to action co-ordination in his 
delineation of the pragmatics of speech (TCA: 283, 285, 286, 296). J. M. Bernstein (2005) appears to 
interpret Habermas's theory of communicative action this way too.
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the principle of consensus, nor the liberal-pragmatist view of language are beyond 

challenge.

For one, so-called agonistic pluralists take a different view of the status and 

value of consensus as an ethico-political ideal. For these thinkers, the orthodox- 

liberal stress on consensus, overlooks the significance of contestation and conflict 

for a healthy, vibrant and diverse society (e.g. Mouffe, 1999; Connolly, 2005). 

According to these latter thinkers, Habermas's fetish for mutual understanding and 

consensus, and neglect of the agonistic dimension of political life, can be seen to 

harbour a potentially dangerous and even totalitarian tendency to reduce otherness to 

the self-same.

Clearly social and political life as we know it would break down if no 

consensus were achieved at some level. Thus, Habermas can respond to such 

criticisms by pointing out that the ideal of consensus is intended to relate not to 

every detail of life, but only to such instances where force (actual or threatened), 

irrational persuasion, or social disintegration are the alternative options. For 

example, in the so-called Belfast peace agreement the conflicting parties agreed to 

put aside deeper differences on the present constitutional situation in order to work 

together in a non-violent context; nonetheless, that did not bring, nor does it imply, 

an assimilation of perspectives or an agreement on all matters.

This may work as a defence against agonistic theory, whose emphasis on 

conflict often appears to be the dialectical antithesis of Habermassian consensus. 

But it does not neutralise our own objection. Our objection is not to the significance 

of consensus as a social and political ideal as such, but only to its a-historical 

hypostatisation into an a priori value against which all other values are to be 

measured, as well as, perhaps, Habermas’s overly rationalist account of how 

consensus is to be arrived at. But there is some cross-over here between agonistic- 

theoretical concerns and our own, for we have suggested that the preoccupation with 

consensus comes about because of an ideological commitment to a liberal-pragmatic 

view of the functions of language and morality - as mechanisms for the coordination 

of individual interests deemed to be irreducibly heterogeneous. This view can be 

contrasted to an expressivist one which links the expression of difference to an 

implicit or explicit account of self-actualisation or self-realisation. From this 

perspective it might appear that making a fetish of consensus risks subduing 

difference in a potentially authoritarian manner for the sake of abstract ideals.
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Jonathan Culler (1989) has opposed an expressivist account of language to 

Habermas’s pragmatic one. Culler notes that while a pragmatic view sees language 

primarily as an instrument for properly managing competing individual interests, an 

expressivist view focuses on the “world-disclosing” function of language. By 

"world-disclosing" Culler means its capacity to lend significance to, or shed meaning 

upon, our lives. This function is, of course, most evident in the aesthetic domain, a 

domain that Habermas has paid much less attention to. In novels, plays and poems, 

for example, the operation of understanding takes on a wholly different shape to that 

of Habermas's preferred case. For where Habermas makes an understanding of 

truth-conditions the central facet in understanding, comprehending works of 

literature does not require this; it does not orient itself to the expression, contestation 

and redemption of validity claims so much as the development of insight, often using 

fictional and fantastical means. Whereas with Habermas’s preferred case it is the 

norm of agreement which underlies interaction, in literary discourse it is that of 

significance:

"not that something is true or that a speaker could provide evidence but that 

there is something worth attending to here. It is this presumption that sets in 

motion the process of understanding and makes possible the exploration of 

meaning" (1989: 192).

Moreover, Culler notes that there is an asymmetry built into literary 

communication (especially tragedy) in that understanding here often works off the 

assumption that the reader is able to come to see something of significance 

overlooked by the speaker or even by the author. In this case (Culler uses the 

example of Oedipus), the reader may come to see what the protagonist sees but also 

what s/he does not see, but which nonetheless “works powerfully in his utterance.” 

(1989: 193). Such asymmetry stands in contrast to Habermas’s own position on the 

conditions of communicative action.

Culler actually wants to reverse the relation of priority that occurs in 

Habermas's work between problem-solving and world-disclosing functions of 

language. This is because he sees problem-solving capacities as always already 

embedded within cultural frames of reference or horizons of meaning. Culler rightly 

points out that in the Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas goes some
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way to acknowledging the significance of a world-disclosing function, but that he 

still sees it as an abnormal deviation from a more basic problem-solving one. If 

Culler is right, then consensus is not the telos of all or even most communicative 

activity, but the outcome of certain (ideologically) restricted practices: the symmetry 

that Habermas is so keen on upholding is only "a special case of a more general 

asymmetry of linguistic and interpretative activity" (1989: 198). And if consensus or 

rational agreement is not the inherent telos of speech, it can only be the result of 

prior normative commitments, at which point Culler’s conclusion dovetails with 

those of Apel and Alexander already considered:

"..what Habermas is analysing is not language so much as ideologically 

restricted notions of understanding, communication, rationality, or, more 

generously, a philosophical conception of communication that goes with the 

value choices he wishes to make normative” (1989: 198).

In the light of such criticisms, and in the absence of further elucidation by 

Habermas, it seems hard to see how rational consensus can be seen to be the inherent 

telos of speech unless it is speech already oriented towards consensus on the basis of 

a prior evaluative adoption of that ideal. This leaves us with the apparently circular 

position of an a priori norm being adopted because it is presupposed by a practice 

already pre-defined in terms of that very norm. Culler seems correct when he states 

that “The more one reads Habermas, the more circular his foundational project 

appears (1989: 194).

Finally, there is one more aspect to be considered. This concerns Habermas’s 

formalism. Motivating Habermas’s formalism, like that of Kant’s, is a desire to 

arrive at universally applicable principles. Kant had tried to generate a universal 

principle by bracketing all substantive, empirical and teleological considerations and 

fixating on the form of the law as such. Habermas attempts to do the same but by 

focusing on the form of linguistic intersubjectivity. The suppression of the 

substantive and teleological aspect of moral agency leads Habermas to the rather 

counter-intuitive position whereby the transparency of intentions or motives 

becomes a more important criterion of moral worth than the inherent, substantive 

ethical quality of those intentions. This is evident in the prioritisation he places on 

the illocutionary component of the speech act, where the meaning of the utterance is
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said to coincide with the publically available meaning of the words employed, as 

opposed to the perlocutionary component that Habermas identifies with concealed 

subjective intentions. But in doing so, Habermas conflates different orders of 

intention and reduces them to one kind - concealed strategic intention.

In his critique of Habermas here, Apel shows how Habermas finds it hard to 

incorporate instances of an openly strategic use of language. If we accept such 

instances then we might consider another possibility: concealed but non-strategic 

actions. At least, it seems as though a distinction needs to be made between 

concealed intentions that are oriented to evil or egoistic purposes, and concealed 

intentions that are oriented to furthering some non-egoistically defined good. In 

order to clarify this we might consider a case reported by the New Zealand Herald in 

2004. In this case, the Herald reported a story where a senior lifeguard, his daughter 

and her friends got into trouble in shark infested sea waters (Thomson, 2004). A 

shark began to circle the group only to be frustrated by a pod of dolphins that began 

to form a protective shield around the group, swimming around them in order to 

prevent or dissuade the shark from attacking. However, only the senior lifeguard, 

with his experience of aquatic phenomena, was aware of the real reason as to why 

the dolphins were engaging in this unusual behaviour. His daughter and her friends, 

all of whom were junior lifeguards, were unaware of the shark's presence. The 

senior lifeguard decided against informing the other members of the group about the 

shark's presence because to do so would have caused an increase in fear which 

would have further aroused the shark and made an attack more likely. In the 

meantime he attempted to (strategically?) “control” their behaviour in a manner 

conducive to the discouraging of an attack. Eventually the shark retreated and the 

dolphins dispersed allowing the group to escape to shore. In this case, the concealed 

intentional activity of the senior member of the group probably helped to save the 

lives of the rest of the group. The non-disclosure of intentions was here not only 

necessary but desirable and the group was thankful after the event.

Now the case is perhaps not the best to exemplify the significance of this type 

of action because the people from whom the real facts were being concealed were 

legally minors. However, if we take Culler’s point about the asymmetries that exist 

in communicative relations the point may still have force. How would our intuitions 

that the lifeguard did the morally right thing in this situation differ if the junior 

lifeguards were replaced with adults who were nonetheless utterly inexperienced
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about the nature of such events? Could it be that asymmetries that exist in, for 

example, insight, skill, experience, knowledge, ability, authority, etc. might in some 

cases justify the concealment of intention for purposes of furthering the common 

good? Or might there be scenarios in which the revealing of intention might actually 

serve to subvert or defeat the realisation of some good?

We cannot provide an answer to such questions here, but it is important to see 

that even if these questions are answered in the negative, it does not release 

Habermas from the problem that his formalism effectively disallows evaluation of 

the moral quality of differently oriented intentions. Of course, Habermas rejects 

intentionalism as a basis for meaning because it smacks of subjectivism and would 

pose problems for his desire to ground critical theory in formal-pragmatic aspects of 

inter-subjectivity. But if intentions do play a central role in determining the moral 

quality of an act, then we should not be surprised to see this suppressed aspect 

returning in some way in Habermas’s own theory.

Both Tugendhat (1985) and Skjei (1985), have shown how Habermas’s 

attempt to avoid an intentionalist based theory of meaning, by deriving the notion of 

communicative action directly from that of an illocutionary act and its publically 

available meaning alone, falters at the point where he bases the possibility of 

communicative action upon the attitude of consent - and thus the intent - on the part 

of those engaging in the practice of the communicative coordination of individual 

interests. As Skjei (1985: 91) has argued, the tying of illocutionary manifest 

meaning to rational motivation only works if we assume the willingness of the 

speaker to be open and truthful about his or her intentions. But in this case, “the 

speaker’s factual truthfulness is logically prior to the concept of‘illocutionary act’... 

That is, it is a matter of the speaker’s intention(s) whether he does or does not make 

validity claims” (1985: 92). Tugendhat makes the same essential point:

“Habermas explains that communicative actions are such that the participants 

carry through their respective action plans only on the basis of the consent that 

they reach by communication. But if this is what Habermas means, then what 

he calls communicative action is not the act of communication per se, but is 

determined by the intention of the participants to let the pursuit of their further 

aims depend on the consent that is being reached in the communication.... [I]t 

turns out that the opposition Habermas has in mind is not between
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communicative acts that are performed for other ends and communicative acts 

that are performed for their own sake. The opposition is rather between two 

different ways of subordinating communicative acts to one’s other ends.” 

(1985: 180/1).

If this is so, then the most interesting question which arises from a normative 

point of view, is not whether the utterance is or is not intentional, is or is not oriented 

to some purpose or other, but rather what that purpose is. That is, it is the quality of 

the intention and purpose that is the central issue.

2.3.5

Conclusion.

We began the chapter by revealing how Habermas’s early work sought to 

renew the tradition of transcendental reflection in the battle against positivism. 

Habermas’s reading of Hegel as an absolutist philosopher of identity led to a 

departure from Hegelian dialectical reflection and to a reconstructed Kantianism, via 

Apel’s neo-Kantian reading of Peirce. However, we saw that Habermas’s 

transcendentalism, formalism and dualism led to problems that were vulnerable to 

Hegelian-style critique. His transcendentalism was seen to lead to the re-iterative 

problems that Hegel identified in Kant when he accused him of trying to swim 

before getting into the water. Habermas’s formalism was seen to lead to a revisionist 

account of Freud whereby substantive questions concerning motivation and drives 

were excluded in favour of an abstract ideal of perfect communicative transparency. 

His dualism was seen to lead to an abstract separation of modes of human activity, a 

neglect of their dialectical interpenetration and to a shifting back and form between 

a materialist and an idealist account of freedom.

Many of these problems were seen to persist, albeit in modified form, in 

Habermas subsequent works. The colonisation thesis marked a shift from the 

substantive and dialectical concerns of the first generation of the Frankfurt School to 

formal considerations. The concept of instrumental reason, which was always 

understood teleologically, was abandoned in favour of functionalist reason as a 

property of abstract systems divorced from any teleological framework. For Adorno 

and Horkheimer it was not systems as such which posed the biggest problem, but the
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goals to which such systems were oriented. Again, Habermas’s formalism prevents 

him from really addressing this issue. When we add to this point the lack of a 

dialectical approach then the charge can also be made that Habermas is not able to 

appreciate the extent to which system imperatives under capitalism always already 

pervade the very structure of the lifeworld and do not just colonise it from outside. 

Likewise, it is not acceptable for critical theory to concede capitalist imperatives to 

the system or to the world of work, for these are sites of critique too.

Finally, all these problems can be seen to repeat themselves in Habermas’s 

programme of universal pragmatics, as we have just seen. The circularity that Culler 

and others drew attention to arises from the adoption of the transcendental method 

which always presupposes what is to be proven. It also arises from Habermas’s 

prioritisation of form over substance. Both these matters, his transcendentalism and 

his formalism can be traced back to Kant. As such, Habermas’s position here is 

again susceptible to Hegel’s critique of Kant at the point when Hegel maintains that 

it is impossible to abstract out universal and general a priori conditions or features of 

(inter-)subjectivity from the historical and cultural ways in which those conditions 

and features manifest themselves. Moreover, Hegel’s critique of Kant’s practice of 

tacitly passing off substantive value commitments as neutral forms, is equally 

applicable here too. Apel, Alexander and Culler all point to the tacit material 

commitments underlying and motivating Habermas’s primary theoretical 

distinctions. Again, as we saw with Kant, material commitments simply express the 

suppressed teleological dimension of the formalist project.

Pushing the point further, Habermas’s shiftiness in his use of central 

theoretical categories such as Verstandigung and Bindung repeats that of Kant’s that 

we saw Hegel bring to our attention in Chapter 1. It results, ultimately, from a 

dualism whose premise is that nature can never be a source of normativity and that 

validity and truth are always generated by the synthetic acts of a transcendental 

subject. Habermas’s transcendental subject is the communication community which 

determines nature through its sovereign acts of consensus, recognising no moment of 

passivity in relation to or dependency on reason’s other - nature. This dualism 

represents a regression behind Hegel’s dialectical position and Adorno’s subsequent 

radicalisation of it. As we move onto the next Chapter we will examine how the 

foundations laid in formal pragmatics lead to an unfortunate reduction of the 

profound ethical impulse of critical theory to a mere proceduralist account of justice.
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Chapter 3.

Between Morality and Ethical Life.

Section 1.

The Transition to Discourse Ethics.

3.1.1
Introduction.

Discourse ethics is the name that Habermas gives to the project of applying 

formal pragmatics more specifically to the moral domain. The theory of 

communicative action has yielded the basic transcendental-pragmatist framework 

within which action oriented to understanding, in the sense of emphatic social 

consensus, can be seen to arise. Discourse ethics is concerned with drawing out the 

full moral-philosophical implications of this, which means deriving a set of 

determinate moral principles from reflexive forms of speech - argumentation or 

discourse - and setting this derivation within the context of a general defence of 

moral cognitivism. Argumentation will be seen to be underpinned by a universal 

rule to which all speaking and acting members of society are subject, because always 

already oriented towards, no matter what the varying substantive ethical 

commitments those members might have. This rule can be reconstructed and used as 

a principle against which distorted forms of communication can be criticised. In 

short, because Habermas identifies the rules of discourse with such liberal ideals as 

reciprocity, equality, and impartiality, it provides us with a normative basis from 

which to critique forms of interaction that fall short of these ideals.

Despite the opaqueness surrounding Habermas’s thought here, and the lack of 

clarity in his derivations, the ambition is clear: to yield a universal ground for 

normative social criticism that has all the force of Kant’s categorical imperative, but 

interpreted within an inter-subjectivist (dialogical) paradigm which claims to 

dispense with the more obvious problematic, and metaphysically heavy, elements of 

Kant’s moral philosophy. In addition, Habermas will claim to incorporate into his
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account some of the more insightful criticisms levelled at Kant by Hegel and his 

followers. The idea, then, is to transform, or "de-transcendentalise" (Habermas, 

1992: Ch.2), the categorical imperative in line with the requirements of a post

metaphysical conception of reason, now grounded in the idea of a communication 

community situated in social space and historical time.

However, as we shall see, what Habermas shares with Kant’s endeavour will 

turn out to be more decisive than what he eschews. This will come out especially, 

once again, in the attempt to abstract out a pure and purely formal moral domain - 

the right - from all questions of substance. He believes he can provide a rational, 

universalist and unconditional ethic drawn from a putative order of normativity said 

to be wholly independent of any and every substantive conception of the good, and 

indeed, which draws its very force from such alleged independence. In what follows 

we will look firstly at Habermas’s grounding of his moral philosophy in terms of the 

derivation of the principles of discourse ethics, and within the context of his general 

defence of his version of moral cognitivism, as presented in Moral Consciousness 

and Communicative Action (MCCA). After this we will move onto his elaboration 

and refinement of this in Justification and Application (JA), focusing on his attempt 

to delimit a realm of right or justice as the privileged domain of critical theoretical 

concern, as opposed to the good. After considering some prominent challenges and 

Habermas's responses, it will be seen that Habermas is only able to maintain the 

distinction by trading on a fundamental ambiguity that lies at the heart of his 

paradigm, from which it will be concluded that the distinction - at least in its present 

categorical form - must be discarded and a more dialectical position preferred.

3.1.2
The Cognitivist Grounding of Discourse Ethics.

Habermas (MCCA: 43) takes leave from a situation depicted by Alasdair 

MacIntyre in his influential work After Virtue (1984), regarding the state of modem 

moral philosophy. In After Virtue, MacIntyre argued, in notable sympathy with 

Nietzsche, that the Enlightenment project of founding morality a priori upon 

universalist, metaphysically neutral grounds, had failed, and that it had to fail 

because morality, unlike formal logic, was not primarily, or at all, a universalist

101



enterprise. MacIntyre subsequently developed his thesis into a fully-fledged neo- 

Aristotelian account of moral discourse as an alternative both to Enlightenment and 

irrationalist counter-Enlightenment (broadly Nietzschean) approaches, an account 

which strove to retain the cognitive character of moral discourse while 

acknowledging its ineradicable "metaphysical" embeddedness in the ways of being 

of historically bounded people, practices and traditions.

Habermas responds to the same sceptical challenge as MacIntyre but takes his 

response in another direction: he wants to retrieve the Enlightenment approach to 

justifying morality, which means, for him, a return to and a reconstruction of moral 

Kantianism. Central to that tradition is the thought that morality is a matter of 

judging practical questions impartially, in accord with principles that can be 

grounded on some universal foundation accessible or applicable to all. Discourse 

ethics, however, aspires to be more sophisticated than Kant's original programme by 

stripping Kant's moral philosophy of its purported metaphysical underpinnings and 

by claiming to incorporate some of the more insightful criticisms levelled at Kant by 

Hegel and his followers. Habermas thinks that abandoning the metaphysical bases 

of Kant’s theory need not result in a concomitant relinquishment of either the 

principle of universality or the rational and cognitivist basis of practical reasoning 

(MCCA: 56-8).
Central to discourse ethics, then, is the attempt to preserve the unconditional 

obligatory force characteristic of Kant's categorical imperative whilst dispensing 

with the more exuberant or otherwise problematic aspects of Kant's formulation. 

Chief amongst these more problematic aspects Habermas includes the 

foundationalism of Kant's enterprise, or its a priori grounding in an emphatic notion 

of reason; its rigorism, being tied too stringently to the pure grammatical form of 

universal statements; and its monologism (MCCA: 66/7).

His strict a priorism or formalism are said to preclude the possibility of 

encountering more limited and local forms of universality based on the particular 

interests of concrete social groups (MCCA: 64). It also overlooks the degree to 

which contested norms can become subject to practical deliberation, amongst all 

those who serve to be affected by them, thus introducing, as he sees it, an all- 

important dialogical moment into the justificatory process. Again, this follows from 

the linguistic and inter-subjectivist turn. In this respect, Habermas thinks that
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classical Kantian moves which attempt to justify norms on the basis of thought 

experiments carried out by the solitary individual, or monologically, fail to 

appreciate the extent to which both norms and participant perspectives are always 

socially and historically situated and conditioned. This is the, at least purported, 

Hegelian moment of Habermas's ethics.

On the other hand, the Rawls of A Theory of Justice exemplifies such 

monologism and a-historicism, Habermas thinks (MCCA: 66). Rawls (pre-Political 

Liberalism) attempted to achieve judgments of impartiality, in a more orthodox 

Kantian manner, by placing the judge in a fictitious "original position", which serves 

to eliminate what are considered to be irrelevant biographical facts - e.g. class, sex, 

race, religion, - for the purpose of constructing impartial and universally applicable 

principles of justice. For Habermas, this takes the onus for grounding the 

requirements of justice out of the hands of historically situated participants 

themselves, and places it into the hands of the political theorist, or some other elite, 

equally removed from local circumstances. Moreover, in doing so, it is in danger of 

reifying not only individuals' interests but also the structures of modern society, 

seeing them as static and timeless rather than as subject to change. Habermas 

reminds us that the raising of validity claims is not an abstract endeavour but has an 

"action-coordinating" function for participants, on the ground, as it were (MCCA: 

67).

"If moral argument is to produce this [valid] type of agreement... it is not 

enough that for the individual to reflect on whether he can assent to a norm. It 

is not even enough for each individual to reflect in this way and then to register 

his vote. What is needed is a "real" process of argumentation in which the 

individuals concerned cooperate. Only an intersubjective process of reaching 

understanding can produce an agreement that is reflexive in nature; only it can 

give the participants the knowledge that they have collectively become 

convinced of something" (MCCA: 67).

This discursive process is underpinned by the arguments presented in TCA 

regarding the telos of speech. What Habermas wants to do now is to demonstrate the 

cognitive nature of such processes through a reconstruction of their dynamics in the

103



practical domain. This involves a quasi-Hegelian move, for whereas Hegel took 

“natural consciousness” as his unit of analysis, thus circumventing the sceptical 

demand for a foundational non-circular criterion (§1.2.2), Habermas takes actually 

existing discourse as his own unit. Attendance to the pragmatics of discourse reveals 

reason-giving to be a constitutive feature, which cannot be expunged except by 

eradicating the very idea of discourse itself. Thus discourses already have a 

presumptive rationality about them, and all that remains for Habermas to do is to 

reconstruct (what he takes to be) the implicit structural components of that 

rationality. This will be tantamount to explicating and idealising the tacit, pre

existing commitments of participants in discourse, to form principles and rules 

which can then be used to hold mundane discourse to account.

Habermas notes two assumptions, which are often taken as grounds for non

cognitivism in morality, that need to be countered. Firstly, in order to defend an 

adequate cognitivist account of morality we should stop assuming there has to be an 

identity between empirical and normative logics, as both critics and champions of 

moral cognitivism often do. This sets the bar too high and invites too easy a critique 

on the part of non-cognitivists (MCCA: 56). Secondly, we should not assume that 

simply because there exists more disagreement on issues within the moral domain 

than in the empirical domain, that this augurs against cognitivism in the moral 

domain.

Habermas thinks he can meet these unwarranted but popular assumptions first 

by reformulating a theory of the logic of practical discourse, which renders practical 

discourse not identical with theoretical discourse, but merely analogous with it, or 

identical in limited but relevant respects, while non-identical in others. Secondly, by 

providing a formal rule of argumentation which serves to make agreement in moral 

discourse possible in principle, regardless of practice.

Dealing with the first point first, we saw (§2.2.4) that in TCA Habermas

differentiated moral claims on the grounds of their orientation to rightness as

opposed to truth in the strict sense. One thing that claims to rightness do not enjoy 

that claims to truth in the empirical domain do, is the potential to appeal to inter- 

subjectively verifiable observational statements to counter disagreement. But it is 

wrong to suppose that this implies a lack of rationality or the impossibility of

rational evaluation. For in the moral domain participants in disputation
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characteristically appeal to reasons to support their claims, and this appeal allows a 

presumptive rationality to be ascribed to moral argumentation, in analogous ways to 

empirical disputation: "When we discuss moral-practical questions of the form 

"What ought I to do?" we presuppose that the answers need not be arbitrary; we trust 

our ability to distinguish in principle between right norms and wrong ones" (MCCA: 

56). "To say that / ought to do something means that I have good reasons for doing 

it" (MCCA: 49).

Following Toulmin, Habermas once again notes that in moral discourse, if a 

moral claim is challenged we do not generally respond by referring to the will of one 

or another individual or group of individuals. If this is done, as in "it's right because 

I said so", or "you shouldn't have done that because that's just the way it is round 

here", we tend not to give the norm in question the same degree of respectability as 

we would to one that was justified on the basis of "good", as in, inter-subjectively 

recognised and accepted, reasons. Thus normative validity claims, like their factual 

counterparts, aspire to a general or universal validity that ostensibly transcends mere 

convention:

"In ethics, as in science, incorrigible but conflicting reports of personal 

experience (sensible or emotional) are replaced by judgments aiming at 

universality and impartiality - about the "real value," the "real color," the "real 

shape," of an object, rather than the shape, colour or value one would ascribe to 

it on the basis of immediate experience alone" (Toulmin quoted in Habermas 

MCCA: 51).

It is this aspiration to generality or universality inherent in moral judgments 

that Habermas thinks can provide moral discourse with its rational grounding. 

Habermas focuses now on determining what a genuine as opposed to a non-genuine 

universality would be. Since we have now abandoned Kant’s metaphysical 

grounding of the universalisability principle, a question arises over the robustness of 

any alternative principle which cannot draw on metaphysical support.

To be sure we already know (see §2.1.3) that through an assimilation of a neo- 

Kantian reading of Peirce, and especially the latter’s so-called pragmatist maxim and 

consensus theory of truth, Habermas identifies genuine universality with some form
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of consensus or agreement. Here, it is fellow pragmatist G. H. Mead’s version 

embodied in the idea of a universe of discourse that Habermas (MCCA: 65/88) 

chooses to emphasise.1 Mead’s universe of discourse, like Peirce’s communication 

community, drawing inspiration from Kant’s notion of the realm (Reiche) of ends 

(G: 91), socialises and temporalises Kantian universality, seeing in it the 

"generalized other" - the perspective which has internalised all the particular 

interests of some collectivity or other. A truly valid or justified reason now becomes 

one which is able to reflect adequately the interests of all. Thus, discourse ethics has 

now to be a project oriented to deriving a set of rules or procedures for ensuring that 

the interests of all have genuinely been served by any norm claiming universal 

validity - a moral proceduralism. As such, questions of ethical substance are again 

deflected in favour of a formal framework which can serve to neutralise intervening 

variables such as contingent power interests or the arbitrary will, so that the 

perceived inherent telos of communication oriented to understanding can be realised. 

Whence such a principle?

We should recall that Habermas begins from the performative perspective: the 

principles Habermas has in mind, as well as the agreement they are thought to 

enable, are not meant to constitute an extraneously imposed ideal, but something 

adopted on the basis of an explication of the presuppositions and internal 

orientations of existing mundane speech. Thus, Habermas believes he is not 

primarily stating that action does not conform to principles of communicative 

rationality but ought to. He is rather claiming that, in some sense, communicative 

action is always already oriented towards the ideal, the ideal of mutual 

understanding, through a give and take of reasons. It is for this reason - the internal 

connection between mundane and ideal discourse - that Habermas claims that the 

derivation of the principles of discourse ethics can proceed on the basis of a "logic of 

argumentation" alone (MCCA: 62), or on the basis of an explication of the intuitive 

know-how of speaking and acting subjects engaged in moral dispute. Such intuitive 

know-how is said to be possessed by anyone with the competency for formal

1 "Man is rational just because he is a social being. The universality of our judgements, upon which Kant 
places so much stress, is a universality that arises from the fact that we take the attitude of the entire 
community, of all rational beings." (Mead, 1934: 379)
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reflective argumentation and can be seen therefore to constitute the universal 

(transcendental) pragmatic presuppositions of argumentation as such.

3.1.3

The Communicative A Priori: Deriving Rules and Principles of Discourse.

In order to get a sense of Habermas’s objective we should recall the analogy 

between pragmatic rules of practical discourse and the rules of grammar. Rules of 

grammar are, like more specific rules of argumentation, presuppositions of 

communication. Literate adults generally always already have an intuitive grasp of 

the rules of grammar despite often not being able to state in explicit form what they 

consist in. Nonetheless, our intuitive feel for the grammar we use is always 

corrigible by reference to authoritative codifications, such as standard grammar text 

books. Such codifications may then be used for purposes of regulating everyday 

communication which inherently aspires to reaching understanding. The moral 

know-how that Habermas sees embedded in communication which makes our 

attitude to understanding possible is thought to operate in a similar way. Habermas 

(MCCA: 89) lists the following provisional rules, taken originally from his 

collaborator Robert Alexy, which he believes are derived from our intuitive 

understanding of what discourse involves:

(a) Every subject with the competence to speak and act is allowed to take part in a 

discourse.

(b) i. Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever.

ii. Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever into the discourse.

iii. Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires and needs.

(c) No speaker may be prevented by internal or external coercion, from exercising 

his rights as laid down in

(a) and (b) above.

These rules are said to be derived from what it means to enter into 

argumentative discourse for the purpose of coming to an agreement. The first is 

intended to guarantee the principle of publicity; the second guarantees symmetrical
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rights to participate; the third, a right to freedom from oppression or force. Their 

intuitive appeal is supposed to be immediately recognised if one attempts to hold on 

to the idea of a rational agreement in their absence. For example, an agreement 

which occurs on the basis of an exclusion of one or another party to the dispute 

appears to contravene, at least for Habermas, the very definition of fair agreement. 

The claim is, then, that we cannot consistently hold on to the idea of rationally 

motivated agreement while flouting any one of these rules. Moreover, because 

Habermas thinks that the idea of rational agreement is something to which all 

mundane speech is oriented, then any action which self-consciously serves to 

undermine the upholding of these principles can be said, itself, to exhibit a certain 

form of inconsistency with itself. Habermas refers to this form of self-inconsistency 

as perfonnative contradiction (MCCA: 95).

Now, while the rules can be seen to secure certain conditions for the possibility 

of rational discourse within which norms can be inter-subjectively tested and 

rationally redeemed, taken alone, these rules are thought to give us only the bare 

minimum conditions of a valid norm. It is conceivable that we may apply these rules 

of discourse and come up with norms that would otherwise be considered 

reprehensible to one or another party. To be sure, there is nothing in these rules that 

would prevent a final decision based on the will of a more powerful member. The 

rules only regulate who may participate and on what terms, and not how the outcome 

ought to be decided; they are necessary but not sufficient for securing genuinely 

valid norms.

It is for this reason that Habermas introduces a more general principle which 

he terms the principle of discourse, or simply “(D)”: "Only those norms can claim to 

be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval of all affected in their capacity 

as participants in a practical discourse" (MCCA: 66). Like the rules of discourse 

above, (D) is derived from the fact of moral argumentation oriented towards mutual 

understanding. Because Habermas identifies mutual understanding as the telos of 

speech and because he renders understanding and agreement coterminous, he is able 

to conceive of a valid norm as being one that has been agreed upon by all who are 

party to the discursive process in question. This means that any discursive process 

that fails to reach a universal consensus over the status of any contested norm cannot 

be considered valid. Again, its validity comes straight from our intuitive pre-
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understandings about what moral argumentation and the raising of validity claims 

involves; it constitutes an explication and idealisation of everyday intuitions which 

otherwise remain opaque.

Now (D) has informed us that a valid norm would be one that was accepted by 

all involved in a practical discourse. However, Habermas thinks that (D) too needs 

supplementing with a further, more general, principle that can tell us something 

about which norms ought to be met with the approval of those participants in 

practical discourse. As it stands, (D) only informs us that those norms which meet 

with the approval of all involved may be considered valid; it does not tell us 

anything about the basis upon which such approval might, or ought to, occur. 

Hence, the principle of universalisation, or (U), stating that that norm is valid 

whereby:

"All affected can accept the consequences and the side effects its general 

observance can be anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone's interests 

(and these consequences are preferred to those of known alternative 

possibilities for regulation) (MCCA: 65).

In making the principle of universalisation into a rule of argumentation, the 

monological application of norms is prohibited. (U) forces individuals into 

redeeming norms through participatory dialogue (MCCA: 66/7). Nonetheless, 

Habermas thinks that the spirit of the categorical imperative is preserved in the (U) 

rule. That intuition is generally thought to be expressed by the principles of 

impartiality and universality, and with (U) we have guaranteed both impartiality and 

the widest possible public participation to ensure universality:

"True impartiality is only to that standpoint from which one can generalize 

precisely those norms that can count on universal assent because they embody 

an interest common to all affected. It is these norms that deserve intersubjective 

recognition. Thus the impartiality of judgment is expressed in a principle that 

constrains all affected to adopt the perspectives of all others in the balancing of 

interests. The principle is intended to compel the universal exchange of roles 

that Mead called ideal role taking or universal discourse" (MCCA: 65).
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If this (U) rule is followed, Habermas is committed to the view that norms 

arrived at on its basis will be considered (at least provisionally) valid. They will be 

valid precisely because (U) (together with (D)) ensures that only genuinely 

generalizable interests will pass the test. They are thought of as idealised because 

they are rarely, if ever, met with in actually existing discourses in a complete 

manner. Like Kant's regulative ideas they are counter-factual norms, but unlike 

Kant's ideas they are derived from empirical contexts of action which we are all 

already committed to in some partial and incomplete way. They are, as we have 

seen, always already to some extent present in actually existing discourse (MCCA: 

91), presupposed for the possibility of attaining that to which discourse aims - 

namely an unforced, rationally motivated, universal agreement. The reason that the 

principles and rules of discourse are never completely exhibited in any existing 

example is because intervening empirical variables come into play to distort the 

communicative process. Such distortions may include both subjective and objective 

distortions, such as will-to-power, self-deceit, asymmetrical power relations, or 

simply lack of knowledge. By idealising existing commitments and intuitions into 

rules for the conduct of public life, such variables are thought to be neutralised 

(MCCA: 88-92).

The (U) rule can also be compared with Kant’s law in another important 

respect: in both cases the rule or law in question is intrinsically connected to the 

concept of freedom or autonomy. For Kant, as we saw, autonomy was that state that 

resulted from the will freely subjecting itself to the law of duty alone. For 

Habermas, autonomy results from the ability self-consciously and deliberately to 

engage in communication oriented to understanding underpinned by (U) (MCCA: 

162; also CES: Ch.2; TCA 2: 96-102; Habermas 1992, Ch.7). This initially takes 

hold in the process of raising, contesting and redeeming validity claims in an inter- 

subjective setting, because it is in such a process that we are held to account by 

others for the claims we make, rational accountability being the basis of autonomy 

for Habermas (Cooke, 1992). This is an account of autonomy that presupposes the 

neo-Kantian post-conventional theory of ego-development elaborated by Kohlberg 

(1984) and adopted by Habermas (CES: Ch.2), involving a view of the self as 

transparent and as responsible for its own reasons. The difference between
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Habermas’s conception and Kant’s consists merely in the mode of arriving at one’s 

universal principles - for Kant, on the basis of individual acts of self-legislation; for 

Habermas, on the basis of an inter-subjective dialogue that takes into account the 

perspectives of all interested participants (MCCA: 207). Despite these differences, 

both accounts are resolutely deontological, rationalist, and universalist. And despite 

Habermas’s inter-subjectivist construal, his is still vulnerable to charges of 

individualism, in a manner that we shall seek to clarify shortly (§3.2.4).

Now (U) and (D) as foundations of ideal speech, together with their mode of 

derivation, can be criticised from a number of perspectives. The most relevant of 

criticisms have already been anticipated as they were the same criticisms levelled at 

Habermas’s circular approach dealt with in the last chapter. There, it was 

Habermas’s derivation of an emphatic notion of understanding from a pre-existing 

moral commitment to that very ideal that we saw undermined the credibility of his 

claim to have derived such normative content purely from an understanding of the 

formal dynamics of speech, Here, the same issue arises for the same transcendental 

method is adopted and transcendental method is always hindered by the fact that it 

presupposes the very thing to be questioned. Kant never sought to, or at least never 

succeeded in, proving causality contra Hume; he only demonstrated that Hume was 

tacitly committed to it given his overt account of experience. Habermas achieves 

something similarly limited. He shows that if one is engaged in a practice which is 

sustained by certain ideals, and presuming that one is committed to that practice, 

then one is also committed to those ideals. The problem is, Habermas’s premise - 

rational discourse - is already so heavily packed with the ideals that he claims to 

derive that the argument becomes vacuous. We are back with the petitio principii 

that we saw Apel detected in Chapter 2 (§2.2.6).

We will return to this point shortly in the context of Habermas’s arguments as 

presented in what became effectively the sequel to MCCA - Justification and 

Application. Before doing so, we may note another criticism that is often levelled at 

Habermas’s heavily idealised concept of speech, especially from a Foucauldian 

perspective, namely, that it is wholly unrealistic, failing, for example, to “consider 

the exercise of compulsion and persuasion in concrete, corporeal settings.” 

(McNeeley, 2003: 3). Such criticisms really misunderstand the nature of ideal 

speech, as it is precisely its point, as a counterfactual norm, to be unrealistic; and it is
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precisely its lack of realism that is supposed to give it critical purchase on irrational 

forms of action coordination such as compulsion or persuasion. However, these 

criticisms are not completely lacking substance. For if the idealisations are 

constructed in such a way and to such an extent that their realisation cannot even be 

conceived without simultaneously conceiving the end of any and all recognisably 

human existence, then we have a problem .

At this point we need to recall Hegel’s critique of Kantian moralism which we 

encountered in Chapter 1 (§1.2.3). Kant’s moral ought was seen to exist in an 

infinite beyond, as something both unattainable and necessary and whose attainment 

paradoxically would lead to its immediate abolition. As a “bad” infinite its willing 

was seen to lead to an unhappy consciousness perpetually divided with itself. Such 

division-with-self is politically and ethically problematic because it hinders the 

realisation of a fuller conception of freedom than that provided by Kant formalist 

account, namely freedom as the sublation of nature and freedom (Wallace, 2005: 

208). This is a form of freedom that moves beyond the tyranny and subjectivity of 

infinite willing (tyrannical because nature is subjugated, subjectivist because nature 

is always other to the willing subject) that is fully cognisant of the moment of 

dependency on the other, whether that other is thought of as another self, nature, or 

the absolute (Hegel, 1969: 224-238; Dudley, 2002: esp. Ch.3; Wallace, 2005).

Now in one respect Habermas’s ideal communication community seems to 

deflect this Hegelian criticism of Kantian moralism, for Habermas has purportedly 

reconstructed Kant so as to render the ideals towards which we are to strive as 

already given in empirical life. But in as much as Habermas smuggles in his 

normative content rather than derives it from formal analysis alone; and in as much 

as he fails to balance his chosen moral ideals with other, perhaps competing ones; 

and in as much as his ideals are constructed to favour, in an a priori manner, the 

universal (Kantian freedom) over the particular (nature, desire), then Habermas’s 

position is going to be continually vulnerable to Hegelian critique.

2 This is a criticism levelled at Habermas's notion of ideal speech by Albrecht Wellmer (2000: 137- 
44).
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Section 2.

The Right and the Good: In Search of Moral Reasons.

3.2.1
Exploring Discontinuities in Habermassian Practical Reason.

In the opening chapter oi Justification and Application (1991) Habermas draws 

a three-way analytical distinction between pragmatic, ethical and moral forms of 

practical reason. All three are forms of reasoning that allow us to draw practical 

inferences from facts in relation to some domain of action, but the precise form of 

reasoning in each case is said to differ, although it is not always clear in exactly what 

way, because of Habermas's rather imprecise nomenclature and casual manner of 

designation. Taking the pragmatic function first, this is a mode of reasoning 

involving the technical calculation of the most efficient means to the attainment of 

some pre-given end and corresponds to what Habermas typically refers to, and also 

designates here as, purposive rationality (JA: 3). It is a mode of reasoning whereby 

only means and not ends are made the topic of reflective evaluation.

That much seems clear enough. But proceeding, it is not immediately clear 

how this mode of reasoning is supposed to differ from ethical-existential reasoning. 

This is because the latter form of reasoning is identified with what Habermas 

typically refers to as teleological reasoning, being a mode of reasoning that aims at 

some good or other. Because both terms - purposive and teleological - convey a 

sense of moving towards some end, Habermas cannot really differentiate pragmatic 

from ethical forms of practical reasoning on the grounds that pragmatic reasoning 

moves towards some end and ethical reasoning does not.

However, "purposive", as we know, is a translation of Weber's 

Zweckrationalitdt whose instrumental and utilitarian connotations are not always 

captured in the translation as “goal-oriented”, or “purposive” reason. Thus 

"purposive" should be taken to designate not merely a form of reasoning oriented to 

some end, but as a detached form of reasoning that moves towards some egoistically 

pre-defined end in an instrumental, calculative or purely technical manner (§2.2.1). 

So when Habermas states next that the ethical-existential use of practical reason
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moves "beyond the horizon of purposive rationality" (JA: 3), he does not really mean 

to say, or cannot really mean to say, that ethical reasoning does not involve 

reasoning about some end or purpose; he ought to say rather that there is something 

about the purpose being pursued in ethical reasoning that is different from that 

pursued in pragmatic or purely purposive reasoning.

Habermas attempts to mark a distinction between these two forms by claiming 

that pragmatic reasoning issues in conditional recommendations (Kant’s hypothetical 

maxims) whereas ethical reasoning issues (generally) in unconditional (Kant’s 

categorical) imperatives (JA: 3/4). An example of the first would be "if you want to 

get more money then you should get a job". The example Habermas gives for the 

second, is "You must embark on a career that affords you the assurance that you are 

helping other people" (JA: 5). However, it is also unclear whether this sufficiently 

distinguishes the two modes of reasoning, for the conclusions to both pragmatic and 

ethical reasoning processes can be framed in conditional form, only Habermas has 

suppressed this in his example of ethical reasoning. Thus, the imperative “You must 

embark on a career that affords you the assurance of helping others” can always be 

met with the question “why?”, to which we would have to provide some response if 

the injunction were not to appear wholly arbitrary. Potential answers might be, “in 

order to satisfy your desire for meaningful work”; “in order to fulfil your nature; in 

order to do your duty”. In both cases there is an antecedent exercise of preference or 

desire at play and we are told what we ought to do if we want to satisfy it. Thus no 

less does ethical reason aim at a purpose (thereby being a form of "purposive reason" 

in the everyday (non-Weberian) sense of the term) than it may take a conditional 

semantic form, and so it seems that the relation between the two forms of reasoning 

that Habermas is trying to identify is not being adequately captured by his current set 

of conceptual distinctions.

However, his extended discussion suggests further, albeit more implicit, 

criteria which seem to get closer to motivating the distinction he wants to make. 

Two main ones appear: i) the degree of reflection on ends, and ii) the qualitative 

nature of the ends involved. Firstly, in pragmatic action, values which constitute the 

ends of action are said to be pre-given and so we must presume there is an absence 

of a reflective relation to them, whereas in ethical action "the values themselves 

become problematic" (JA: 3), and we therefore presume, objects of critical
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evaluation. In this context, Habermas gives the example of a person deliberating 

over career choices: in the first (pragmatic) case, the deliberation occurs over the 

most expedient means to the attainment of a pre-decided career objective (becoming 

a manager); in the second (ethical) case, deliberation concerns the question of what 

career ought I to pursue. The second not only involves a more reflexive relation to 

ends, but it draws on questions of identity, of who I want to be or to become, which 

is inseparable, Habermas thinks, from questions of what the good for me is. In this 

case, he tells us:

"the choice of career or a direction of study is bound up with one's 

"inclinations" or interests, what occupation one would find fulfilling, and so 

forth. The more radically this question is posed, the more it becomes a matter 

of what life one would like to lead, and that means what kind of person one is 

and would like to be....The exercise of practical reason directed in this sense to 

the good and not merely to the possible and expedient belongs, following 

classical usage, to the sphere of ethics." (JA: 4).

However, this emphasis on the more or less nature of the radicality of the 

question implies that the difference between pragmatic and ethical action is 

ultimately one of degree and not one of kind, in that the latter involves the tendency 

towards reflection upon and evaluative engagement with what could be called more 

ultimate or fundamental ends or values, while the former gravitates towards 

conceiving them in a narrow sense. This interpretation appears confirmed when 

Habermas says of ethical imperatives that they relate to what is good for us "in the 

long run, all things considered" (JA: 5), the intended contrast clearly being with an 

order of pragmatic actions considered merely good for me in the short term, fewer 

things considered. Likewise, Habermas will say that ethical actions do not involve a 

complete break with an egocentric point of view, despite them taking an increasingly 

more expansive class of considerations into their purview (JA: 6).

It seems clear that one reason why ethical acts do involve at least a partial 

break with an egocentric point of view is that other people are amongst the "all 

things considered". This is simply because, as we have seen, the latter involves, 

much more radically than the pragmatic perspective, considerations of identity, of
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who I am and who I want to be. And since Habermas quite rightly recognises the 

inter-subjective, hermeneutic and general lifeworld antecedents to ego-identity, he 

understands, along with Taylor and other Aristotelians and Hegelians, that this can 

only be done through an appropriation of collectively shared traditions, which means 

an internalisation of the "other" into one's own self-understanding:

"My development unfolds against a background of traditions that I share with 

other persons; moreover, my identity is shaped by collective identities, and my 

life history is embedded in encompassing historical forms of life. To that 

extent the life that is good for me also concerns the forms of life that are 

common to us." (JA: 6).

However, to recall, ethical acts represent only a partial break and not a 

complete break with an egocentric perspective, according to Habermas. Why must 

this be? The reason why is crucial for understanding the next distinction Habermas 

wants to make between ethical and moral acts. No matter how expansive the ethical 

standpoint becomes, Habermas thinks that it will always refer inevitably to some 

more or less localised, more or less parochial, understanding of what is good for me 

or us. The reason for this is that Habermas fully accepts Kant’s own assumption, 

which we saw (§1.1.7) underpinning his practical philosophy, that happiness, or the 

good, are irreducibly heterogeneous, which is why they could not form the basis of 

the moral law. Thus no substantive conception of the good life could possibly 

extend globally.

In contrast, the moral standpoint is said to be one of impartiality, equality, 

reciprocity, universality, serving the universal functions of human dignity and 

autonomy. Autonomy, in this case is thought of along the lines of Kohlberg’s stage 

6 of moral development - a post-conventional ability to orient oneself to universal 

principles of justice (MCCA: 166). By its universal applicability, this moral point of 

view is thought to generate generally and unconditionally binding maxims in the 

form of rights and duties whose binding force in no way depends upon anyone's 

conception of the good, their identity, or of ends to be realised, since these are 

always inevitably hypothetical and contingent - they cannot tell us clearly and 

distinctly which acts are justified.
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"In the first [ethical or pragmatic] case, what is being asked is whether a maxim 

is good for me and is appropriate in the given situation, and in the second, 

whether I can will that a maxim should be followed by everyone as a general 

law." (JA: 7).

However, Habermas seems to suppress the logical possibility here that what 

can be willed as universal is simply what is good for everyone. This is because he 

has already pre-defmed the good as pertaining to the realm of natural desire and 

contingent identity and, as such, non-universal.

Habermas is open about the fact that autonomy forms the dogmatic core of an 

ethics of discourse (see e.g. Habermas, 1996: 445). But autonomy is defined as a 

“function” and not as a good, which seems odd. Moreover, autonomy is understood 

in a specific way as the capacity to orient oneself, in a sovereign capacity, to 

universal, post-conventional rules, in (violent?) opposition to the natural, rather than, 

for example, as Adorno would have it, letting “diffuse nature be” (ND: 292-4; 

Rasmussen, 1999: 336). As we have already intimated above, this is a neo-Kantian, 

rationalist account of autonomy that seems less sophisticated than Hegel’s account of 

the same in the dialectic of dependence and independence that we saw in Chapter 1. 

This was captured in Hegel’s phenomenology of misrecognition and forgiveness and 

resulted in the idea of a self, aware of the absolute, and as at home in otherness 

(PoM: 790; PoG: 550). Adorno offers us a very similar understanding (ND: 222/3). 

More generally, Habermas’s apparently rationalist and universalist account of 

freedom seems to preclude the possibility that freedom or morality, at least in some 

cases, might be defined in terms of particular attachments to concrete others, or 
wholehearted commitments to non-universalisable ethical projects3.

It is not simply that Habermas attempts to draw a strict undialectical categorial 

distinction between the right and the good, but he also wants to claim a certain 

normative priority for the former over the latter, in the same way as he did and does 

with communicative and purposive action. It is this that has led some of Habermas's

3 Harry Frankfurt provides an alternative to moral Kantianism in The Importance of What we Care 
About (1988). Alasdair MacIntyre also questions the universalisability of moral universalism in 
"What Morality is Not" (1957).
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most subtle and intelligent critics into a consideration of the grounds for the 

distinction, leading in many cases to its rejection. Perhaps the most considered and 

sophisticated of such critics has been Charles Taylor. Taylor’s arguments are worth 

considering because in many respects they repeat the sort of arguments we might 

expect to be put forward by Hegel against Kant.

3.2.2
The Good versus the Right: Taylor's neo-Hegelian Challenge.

In his own contemporary phenomenology of mind, Taylor (1989), invites us to 

understand proceduralism historically as a particular manifestation of the modem 

mind. It is tied up most closely with the transformation from an objective- 

cosmological worldview characteristic of classical antiquity, to a subjectivist world

view typical of modernity. Briefly, for the adherents of the classical view, such as 

Plato, Aristotle or Augustine, the conception of reason was bound up with a view of 

objective natural order, identified with an emphatic notion of the Good, and whose 

task it was for reason to comprehend. The idea of objective order or ontic logos was 

deemed to encompass both reality and "us" in the sense that we partake in the 

objective order as parts to wholes, and so coming to know and love the natural order 

as it revealed itself was tantamount to a life led in pursuit of the Good, not just of 

ourselves but of the whole (Taylor, 1989: 122-5).

Taylor (1989: 143) sees a decisive shift from this ontological framework 

occurring in the modern era, finding early and explicit expression with Descartes. 

Descartes adopts the new mechanistic view of the objective world bequeathed by 

Galileo, thus dispensing with any idea of ontic logos or cosmic order. However, 

because mechanism would appear to undermine the ideas of human reason and free

will, their defence would now seem possible only by turning inward. Thus a radical 

fissure opens up between subject and object in a way that was inconceivable 

previously, and once this occurs, questions of correct knowledge and right action 

take on a radically new perplexity. Whereas in the classical view, nature or reality 

was deemed to be self-revealing (because there was no essential distinction to be 

made between subject and object), now there is a question not only of how we 

acquire knowledge of a radically independent substance, but also of how we can be
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certain that our knowledge is correct4.

The dual emphasis on self and certainty is contrasted by Taylor to Augustine, 

for whom the self was always radically dependent on the objective order (God) for 

its insights which were achieved through a combination of knowledge and faith. 

This substantive position gives way in Descartes to a proto-proceduralist one in 

which rules of method are valorised as the sole guarantee of an epistemic self

certainty that is deemed both unconditional and wholly self-generated (1989: 157). 

Whereas previously, order was found, now it is made or constructed. Moreover, this 

new-found epistemic independence and self-sufficiency is accompanied by a 

corresponding ethic of self-sufficiency and freedom, together with an inherent 

dignity that is said by Descartes to go along with possessing and exercising it (1989: 

155). The contrast is between a modern sovereign autonomy set against an ancient 

stress on dependency5.

In Sources of the Se/fTaylor presents us with this picture as the cultural and 

intellectual background to the emergence of modem proceduralism. Thus 

proceduralism is immediately connected by Taylor to a cultural and historical 

transformation in what he refers to as the "background understanding" of wo/man 

and the world. The two features of this cultural horizon that stand out most vis-a-vis 

proceduralism are the modern concept of subjective freedom (1989: 86) and the 

Enlightenment desire for absolute certainty. The modern concept of subjective 

freedom is as apparent in Kant's notion of the autonomous will, freed from all and 

every kind of dependency, as it is in the Cartesian quest for an absolute certainty 

which is wholly self-generated. Once the ego itself replaces nature or God as the 

source and measure of all value, then rules of method (Descartes), rules of 

transcendental logic (Kant), or the rules of discourse (Habermas), become reified in 

absentia.

Habermas’s own procedure for ensuring certainty of judgment, like Kant's, is 

that of universalisation, although dialogically conceived. To be sure, Habermas

4 Hegel, like Schiller, Holderlin and Herder, occupy an interesting position as thinkers who attempted 
to re-unify the fissures opened up in the modern world-view by integrating modern autonomy with 
classical expressivist ideals. Taylor is, of course, hugely sympathetic to this tendency of thought 
(1989: 385)

5 Again, Hegel's "dialectic of Enlightenment" is an attempt to reconcile these two perspectives in the 
dialectic of reason and nature, independence and dependence. Adorno and Horkheimer's own 
dialectic of Enlightenment continues this mutatis mutandis.

119



offers an inter-subjectivist variant on the modern subjectivist theme, but it is 

nonetheless subjectivist in the sense that validity is still a function of what 

individuals agree to, rather than of an order which transcends agreement, whether de 

facto or idealised. Taylor's Hegelian point now is that such rules or procedures never 

exist in an ethical vacuum, but draw upon a host of antecedent strong evaluations, 

embedded within the cultural lifeworld, which sustain them and infuse them with 

moral sense and meaning, without which they would have no point. It is the 

evaluative background understanding that gives us the sense, Taylor claims, that 

something "incomparably important" is involved (1989: 87), and provides the 

sources of our moral motivation. Thus the (evaluative) commitments to universality, 

reciprocity, impartiality, and respect, that are part and parcel of the moral point of 

view for Habermas, are all bound up with a substantive normative conception of 

human worth, and dignity in the capacity to "use one's own reason". This strong 

emphasis on dignity is equally evident in Habermas, Kant and Descartes.

However, Taylor claims that the consciousness that would see this dignity, and 

the particular conception of wo/man with which it is bound up, as explicitly 

evaluative and constitutive of our historical self-understanding, is suppressed. It is 

rather passed off in an uncritical manner as e.g. a transcendental fact of reason or 

language. We have already suggested that one main reason why these thinkers seek 

to do that is because of their inherent scepticism regarding questions of the good. 

Habermas, at least, is operating with the assumption that questions of ethics, of the 

good, are irreducibly plural, permit of no rational adjudication, and thus may only 

provide a contingent and hypothetical basis for moral principles rather than the 

universal and categorical basis that he desires. Thus Habermas claims to derive his 

procedure (U), and the commitments to universal reciprocity and respect that it 

entails, from the fact of language use rather than from any prior evaluative 

commitment to these ideals. But given the fact that language use is not always in 

fact oriented towards fostering these ideals (they are counterfactual), Habermas is 

then faced with the problem of accounting for why these ideals (or idealisations as he 

prefers to call them; "hypergoods" in Taylor's parlance) should move us? As Taylor 

says, "they leave us with nothing to say to someone who asks why he should be 

moral or who asks after the point or value of striving to the "maturity" of a post- 

conventional ethic." (1989: 87). The problem of motivation that lay at the heart of
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Kantian moral theory returns to haunt Habermas’s own:

"'Moral' defines a certain kind of reasoning, which in some unexplained way 

has in principle priority. It is not clear how moral considerations can function 

with others in a single deliberative activity; we cannot see why these higher 

considerations should usually be given priority and also why they might be 

denied this in certain circumstances. For this kind of deliberation would 

presuppose that we see them all as goods, with different levels of importance." 

(1989: 88).

"It seems that they [proceduralists] are motivated by the strongest moral ideals, 

such as freedom, altruism, and universalism. These are among the central 

moral aspirations of modern culture, the hypergoods which are distinctive to it. 

And yet what these ideals drive the theorist towards is a denial of all such 

goods. They are caught in a strange pragmatic contradiction, whereby the very 

goods which move them push them to deny or denature all such goods. They 

are constitutionally incapable of coming clean about the deeper sources of their 

own thinking." (1989:88).

In this way proceduralists succeed in reducing the variety of moral (in the broad 

sense) considerations to one single (but always clear and distinct) abstract principle.

To summarise, Taylor is interested in articulating the ethical-existential 

background to proceduralism by showing how the deontologist's prioritisation of 

principles of impartiality and universalisation over questions of the good life, is itself 

an evaluative manoeuvre, tied up with a modem identity. He argues that the moral 

point of view would have no point at all without some prior value-judgment 

regarding the ethical-existential question of who we are and who we want to be. In 

this way, the universalism of discourse ethics, and the inherent connection that 

Habermas sees between it and (strong evaluative) commitments to human dignity, 

responsibility and autonomy, are embedded within a particular historical-ethical self

understand of modernity. These ideals, rooted in Western tradition, provide the 

ultimate tele, or evaluative reference point, by which our own more particular and 

local preferences and goals may be judged as meeting or falling short. What needs
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to be brought out most here is simply the point that if we accept Taylor's arguments 

regarding the evaluatively charged nature of the deontologist's ideals (or 

idealisations), then the hard and fast distinction that Habermas seeks to draw 

between the right and the good seems to collapse.

3.2.3

Habermas's Response.

Habermas's response to Taylor is interesting in that he appears to make a 

certain important concession whilst failing to see how that impacts on his basic 

paradigm as a whole. Thus he concurs with Taylor that deontological approaches 

"do indeed presuppose that moral prescriptions are oriented to the consensual 

resolution of conflicts of action" (JA: 70) (thus in a sense purposive or teleological) 

but clearly thinks that a telos in this bare minimum sense does not really constitute 

an ethically significant telos in the sense that it typically takes for Aristotelians or 

Hegelians. One reason why Habermas remains obstinate here may be that he 

believes his telos is clearly derived from a undeniable universal human competence, 

whereas the more substantive tele which Aristotelians typically speak of are derived 

from particular understandings of what is good for a certain group, and therefore 

bound up with questions of identity, and which may or may not be subsequently and 

illegitimately hypostatised into universal prescriptions. It would appear that the 

positing of the fact of language-use is supposed to escape this by virtue of its 

undeniable universality.

For now we are examining the possibility that substantive evaluative 

considerations enter into discourse ethics within the very core of the theory itself 

thus undermining the distinction between the right and the good. In Justification and 

Application (70), following on from his apparent concession concerning the, albeit 

weak, teleological underpinning to discourse ethics, he provides a response to Taylor 

in the form of four assumptions which are either quoted or paraphrased below:

(1) Morality is tailored towards the interactive relations between subjects 

capable of action and not to goods. (2) Morality relates to "interactions regulated by 

norms" which bind their addressees to "fulfil reciprocally interconnected behavioural 

expectations by selecting a few possibilities from a broad spectrum of value
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orientations and making them generally binding." (3) Morality is understood as a 

peaceful alternative to violent resolution of action conflicts and so moral commands 

must be capable of gaining the consent of the parties to the conflict and therefore the 

recognition that resulting norms are legitimate or worthy of recognition. (4) In the 

absence of binding religious or metaphysical worldviews which the endorsement of a 

post-metaphysical conception of reason enjoins, justification can only be generated 

through consensual argument and the force of reason.

From (1) it is clear that Habermas is seeking the possibility of a grounding of 

morality abstracted from the good in the idea of interactive relations as such, that is, 

from a pure form of human interaction. (2) establishes norms which arise therein as 

those which are generalisable. (3) gives added substance to (1) by making general 

norms a response to (peaceful) value-conflicts between interacting parties. 

Habermas then derives the ideal of rationally motivated universal consent from the 

presumed "peaceful" character of the moral point of view inherent in argumentative 

speech. Now on closer inspection it should be possible to see how Habermas's 

conception of the moral point of view is strategically concealing its constitutive 

relation to the good and how Taylor's critique really hits its mark.

The first thing to note in relation to point (1) is a surreptitiously introduced 

qualification regarding the good which serves to identify the good with the good of 

an individual, "goods", he says, are "things in the world that can acquire value and 

importance for individual agents" (JA: 70). This restriction of the use of the term 

“good” to an individual level seems arbitrary, but it allows Habermas to shift his 

ground in order to deflect Taylor’s criticism. For it would seem that if all that is at 

stake between the right and the good is the degree of universality involved, then the 

distinction is not a categorical one but merely one of degree, as we already argued 

above (§3.2.1). And if this were the case it would undermine Habermas’s Kantian 

dualism and call for a more (Hegelian) dialectical position that sees universality and 

particularity, freedom and nature, as always already to some extent mutually 

implicated in one another. This, in turn, would permit a much richer moral 

phenomenology than the very limited formalist account of justice that he in fact 

gives us. As it stands, Habermas does not take this move, most likely for reasons 

that have already been suggested (§2.1.4) - a (mis-)reading of Hegel as a 

philosopher of identity and an understanding of dialectics as authoritarian and bound
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up with a paradigm of the subject.

(2), (3) and (4) establish morality as a tool for resolving conflicts between 

individual wills; that such conflicts should be resolved “peacefully”, implying 

adherence to the correlative principles of universal and symmetrical inclusiveness, 

and reciprocity. And sustaining these, are underlying conceptions of autonomy and 

responsibility - the “dogmatic core” of discourse ethics.

Now, all these assumptions go to make up a sort of moral, indeed ethical, 

vision. But in claiming for this vision a special status, Habermas must be supposing 

that such a telos - peaceful resolution of value conflict in line with the above 

principles - is somehow excluded from the class of all human goods. That is, that 

peaceful, reciprocal and consensual resolution of value conflicts, should not be 

preferred because it is a good for us, a substantive value which arises historically out 

of our evolving ethical self-understandings, thereby constitutive of our identities, to 

be contrasted with the values of other epochs, (e.g. in which a warrior ethic was 

given more centrality, or conceptions of autonomy that encompass relations of 

asymmetrical dependency). Rather, this value is deemed oddly to be not a value at 

all, in a similar way to which Kant’s interest in autonomy, ox feeling of dignity in 

performing one’s duty, were not really interests or feelings at all (§1.1.8), but more 

like an ethically neutral “fact of language” (Kant’s “fact of reason”) to which we are 

committed on pain of pragmatic contradiction.

But if this is so, then the question Taylor poses needs to be answered: "why I 

should actually proceed according to a particular norm, namely rationally. Why 

should this [rational consensus] be a norm I cannot deny?" (Taylor, 1991: 30). It is 

when posed with this question, Taylor thinks, that we see the gap in Habermas’s 

account and the need for a more substantive approach to ethics. It would seem thus 

to come down to this: that unless Habermas can account for why we ought to adhere 

to his principles of morality without invoking substantive evaluative tele, then they 

would have no point. His only option appears to be in providing an account of a 

non-ethical, non-evaluative reason for acting in accord with the demands of morality. 

What does Habermas have to say about this?

As we have seen, Habermas sees the intentional breaching of the demands of 

the moral point of view as resulting in a performative contradiction, and this is 

precisely because he sees the moral point of view as already inherent in mundane
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structures of communicative action to which we are all necessarily bound. The force 

of this factor is supposed to lie in the fact that one cannot consistently deny the 

presuppositions of communicative action - those derived from its inherent orientation 

to mutual understanding - without simultaneously presupposing them. And it is true 

that if one simultaneously denies something that is presupposed by an activity one is 

engaged in, then a theory/practice contradiction will ensue, and the ability to identify 

such contradictions does present us with one important critical standard for 

examining the cogency of any particular performative standpoint, assuming, that is, 

there is a prior commitment to performative consistency. In order for performative 

consistency to have any purchase as a critical standard, an actor has to care enough 

about, or be ethically invested in, the ends towards which he or she is acting, as well 

as just caring enough about performative consistency per se. Both cases involve 

ethical choice, commitment and identification.

Habermas, like Kant, seems to be prevented from seeing this by higher-order 

philosophical commitments, and so he would rather appeal to a dogmatic “fact of 

reason” conceding that, at this point, discourse ethics is simply silent; it just 

presupposes that people do so orient themselves to the ideals in question (see for 

example MCCA: 94). In fact, the presupposition of a pre-orientation to his post- 

conventional ethic, he tells us, is dependent on a lifeworld that meets it "half way" 

involving complementary institutions and appropriate regimes of socialisation (JA: 

33; MCCA: 109). So it appears that Habermas is ultimately justifying the moral 

point of view on the basis of pre-existing intuitions embedded in the cultural 

lifeworld and sustained through processes of socialisation. But this is precisely the 

source that Taylor identifies as the origin of the strong evaluations lying at the heart 

of proceduralism - the cultural horizon of modernity, suggesting a historicisation of 

those very ideals.

It is moments such as these, in Habermas’s more or less ad hoc remarks, when 

the guard provided by his architectonic is let down, that Habermas gives us glimmers 

of an alternative approach to the standard Kantian one which forms the core of his 

explicit theory. There are at least two points in MCCA where Habermas strays from 

the confines of his strict proceduralism to quite a marked extent. Because this 

throws light on what we might take to be the real underlying basis of Habermas’s 

moral theory, it will be useful to quote at length:
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"In anthropological terms, morality is a safety device compensating for a 

vulnerability built into the sociolcultural form of life....Creatures that are 

individuated only through socialization are vulnerable and morally in need of 

considerateness....Built into the consensus-oriented language use of social 

interaction is an inconspicuous necessity for participants to become more and 

more individuated. Conversely, everyday language is also the medium by 

which the intersubjectivity of a shared lifeworld is maintained....The more the 

subject becomes individuated, the more he becomes entangled in a densely 

woven fabric of mutual recognition, that is, of reciprocal exposedness and 

vulnerability. Unless the subject externalises himself by participating in 

interpersonal relations through language, he is unable to form that inner centre 

that is his personal identity. This explains the almost constitutional insecurity 

and chronic fragility of personal identity - an insecurity that is antecedent to 

cruder threats to the integrity of life and limb. Moral philosophies of sympathy 

and compassion have discovered that this profound vulnerability calls for some 

guarantee of mutual consideration. This considerateness has the twofold 

objective of preserving the vital fabric of ties of mutual recognition through 

which individuals reciprocally stabilize their fragile identities.... Since 

moralities are tailored to suit the fragility of human beings individuated through 

socialization, they must... emphasize the inviolability of the individual by 

postulating equal respect for the dignity of each individual [and] they must also 

protect the web of intersubjective relations of mutual recognition by which 

these individuals survive as members of a community. To these two 

complementary aspects correspond the principles of justice and solidarity 

respectively... [which]...both have one and the same root: the specific 

vulnerability of the human species, which individuates itself through sociation." 

(MCCA: 199/200).

"...it helps to keep in mind that through his behaviour the [moral] sceptic 

voluntarily terminates his membership in the community of beings who argue - 

no less and no more. By refusing to argue... he cannot, even indirectly, deny 

that he moves in a shared sociocultural form of life, that he grew up in a web of
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communicative action, and that he reproduces his life in that web. In a word, 

the sceptic may reject morality, but he cannot reject the ethical substance 

(Sittlichkeit) of the life circumstances in which he spends his waking hours, not 

unless he is willing to take refuge in suicide or serious mental illness." 

(MCCA: 100).6

Despite these strong anthropological statements clearly linking morality with 

human needs, vulnerability, ego-stabilisation and self-realisation, with the well-being 

of the self and the community, this perspective cannot be said to form part of the 

overall theoretical justification of the moral point of view at any point. If it did, then 

Habermas's framework would seem to be indistinguishable from a broadly neo- 

Aristotelian position that he has constantly sought to reject. For he is clearly 

embedding morality in ethical-life here, or the right within the good, and seeing the 

source of both in a nascent notion of human well-being. The moral intuitions that he 

has told us lie beneath the moral point of view, seem to be forced upon us because of 

a form of life that we are not free to step outside at will. To do so, he tells us, would 

be to court mental illness or suicide. This clearly suggests that the structure and 

content of the moral point of view have to be understood in substantive and not 

merely formal terms, that form and content are inseparable. Unless this is grasped 

we might deem Habermas as vulnerable as was Kant to Hegel’s critique of the empty 

will7.

3.2.4

Good Reasons and the Will of All versus the General Will.

Earlier we noted how Habermas’s notion of autonomy implied the possibility 

of an individualist account of human agency. We reserved judgment on this because 

Habermas’s thought on this matter appears genuinely divided between a Kantian 

account which is more liberal and individualist, and a Hegelian account which 

suggests a more dialectical approach. The Kantian aspect of autonomy is clear in his 

version of moral universalism; the Hegelian dimension appears in the commitments

D Similar statements are to be found in Habermas (2003a: esp. 33-4).
7 On Hegel's critique of the emptiness of the Kantian moral will see Wood (1989).
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to dialogical interchange and ethical self-realisation.8 This dual commitment reflects 

a deep ambiguity in Habermas’s thought concerning the relationship between self 

and society. This ambiguity nests itself in the framing of his central principles of 

(D) and (U) and is the ultimate source of his categorial distinction between the right 

and the good. That this is so should come as no surprise, as we have seen Habermas 

continually trading on ambiguities and equivocations in order to maintain dualisms 

at whatever point of theoretical development he is at. At this juncture we will draw 

on the work of Allessandro Ferrara in order to help illuminate the ambiguity and 

unravel some of its implications.

Ferrara locates the ambiguity in question specifically in the notions of "will" 

and "agree" expressed in Habermas's most recent formulation of (D) in Between 

Facts and Norms, "A norm is just only if all can will that it be obeyed by each in 

comparable situations" (Habermas quoted in Ferrara, 1999: 159). After noting 

several possible interpretations of these notions in the context of discourse ethics, he 

settles on two that fit more closely with textual evidence. One of these 

interpretations, he claims, is consistent with the categorial separation Habermas 

wants to maintain between the right and the good, but undermines the

For issues of space a fuller treatment of Habermas's account of autonomy and individuation, and 
the conflicts that beset it, has to be postponed here. Such an account would have to confront in 
more detail Habermas's appropriation of Mead, and in particular, the dualism between the "I" and 
the "me". This would take off from J. M. Bernstein's exemplary neo-Hegelian analysis in his work 
Recovering Ethical Life (1995: Ch.4) where the dualism between "I" and "me" is taken as a liberal 
endorsement of an irreducible conflict between self and society. Bernstein sees Habermas's theory 
of autonomy and individuation as gravitating around the principle that we are to regard our life- 
history "as if it were the product of decisions for which I am responsible." (Bernstein quoting 
Habermas: 124). While such a principle has speculative potential as a moral principle, Habermas is 
seen to offer the principle not as a moral principle but as a formal one, that "permits the totalization 
of a life" with the intention to "produce closure that insulates that life in its meaning from further 
incursions from without." (124). Bernstein sees this as at least partially the result of Habermas's 
tacit commitment to a traditional metaphysical preference for the ideals of activity over passivity, 
being over becoming, necessity over contingency. Reversing the order of priority, or making the 
latter moment of each binary as equal in value to the former, leads to a questioning of the 
assumption, evident in Habermas, that the meaning of post-conventional lives can only be self- 
determined, and not also always to some extent given. This, in turn, permits a transcendence of 
Habermas's "hyperbolical individualism" and an alternative construal of the principle just noted - 
that we ought to act as though our lives were the product of decisions for which we are responsible. 
This alternative moral (as opposed formal) construal would have us being responsible not only for 
intended actions, but unintended ones too, suggesting a much broader notion of moral 
responsibility than is permitted by standard liberal categories, and in line with Hegel's and Adorno's 
thought on these matters (§5.3.2). Some of these themes will be picked up in our discussion of 
Benhabib in the next Chapter. Maeve Cooke (1992) also usefully picks up on some tensions in 
Habermas's concept of autonomy, although, from our view, stopping short of a fully dialectical 
account.
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intersubjectivist and communicative dimension of discourse ethics; the second is 

consistent with the intersubjectivist basis but not with the separation.

The first version Ferrara offers reads the notions of "will" and "agree" as 

meaning "to wish or to consent to, on the basis of the totality of one's volitions, 

preferences and interests" (1999: 160). This version, Ferrara argues, is close to what 

Rousseau meant in The Social Contract by the will of all - as opposed to the general 

will, that is, a mere aggregation or sum of individual wills taken as a-social and pre

given. On this reading, other people are seen as potential obstacles to the satisfaction 

of my empirical interests, thereby rendering a good reason one where I am able to 

satisfy my interests with a minimal amount of frustration from others. On this 

atomistic, individualist reading, a test of universalisation can be formulated simply 

as logical consistency between two lists of propositions: those that specify all the 

foreseeable consequences and side-effects which the norm can be said to have, and 

those that specify the pre-given preferences and interests of all involved. Ferrara 

thinks that because this test could be carried out purely in terms of a formal calculus, 

and therefore need not invoke any ethical considerations regarding the good or of 

identity, then it is quite consistent with a categorial separation between right and 

good. However, if this interpretation of generalisation were accepted, not only 

would it require the reduction of the plurality of individual preferences and interests 

to a common language without any significant loss of meaning, but it would leave 

discourse with no morally relevant role (1999: 161).

As we have seen, Habermas thinks of discourse in a strong sense as a means 

for exchanging perspectives and generating shared convictions of collective will- 

formation (JA: 160). If generalisation were to be given the interpretation provided 

above, then it would completely undermine the spirit of Habermas's conception of 

discourse, leaving, as Ferrara tells us, a discourse ethics in name only (Ferrara, 1999: 

161).

By adopting the other reading, this problem is said to be avoided, but only at 

the cost of generating others. On this second reading, "will" takes on more of the 

significance of Rousseau's general will which invokes a sense of collective ethical 

identity. So the consequences of the universalisation test would have to be ones that 

we could all assent to, not merely because the result allows us to continue 

unhindered in our pursuit of our individualistically conceived preferences and

129



desires, but because the result generates a holistic vision of the world that we can all 

share. On this interpretation, to affirm that a norm is valid means "that we all would 

still recognize this world as "our own" and not as an "alien" one," (1999: 161).

This version is clearly genuinely dialogical and intersubjective, and 

corresponds more closely to Habermas's ideal of the communication community 

bound by shared conviction and solidarity (MCCA: 200). The problem, as Ferrara 

explains, is that this version involves a clear and significant moment of evaluation, at 

the point where we ask ourselves whether we would want to endorse the outcome, in 

the sense of the impact on society as a whole, a society with which we are 

inextricably, indeed constitutively bound up.

It seems that Ferrara is right here. It seems impossible to imagine how a moral 

judgment about what is good for everyone can be formed independently of 

substantive ethical or evaluative judgments about the kind of society that we want to 

live in. Habermas’s unwillingness or inability to recognise this point stems from the 

fundamentally equivocal nature of his enterprise, equivocation that mirrors that 

identified by Hegel as pervading Kant’s thought. As we have argued, it emanates 

from the adoption of Kantian dualism at the level of moral theory which does not 

countenance any justificatory role for desire and which sees the other only ever as a 

limit to the expression of my will. Desires are thought of as particular and 

contingent and not able to generate the type of unconditional obligation Habermas 

thinks is required of genuinely moral norms. But without them, Habermas is left 

with an empty formalism that fails to account for the problem of motivation.

Ferrara's solution to the dilemma we have considered is to retain the non- 

reductive interpretation of the generalisation test, and to abandon any categorial 

distinction between the right and the good, morality and ethics. This does not mean 

giving up on an analytical distinction as long as it is realised that, in concrete reality, 

the distinction reduces to one of degree and not one of kind, in the sense that moral 

validity merely refers to those ethical values which have a universal scope:

"ethical judgments refer to a particular "we" whose good is being evaluated, 

while in moral judgment it is a sort of universal "we" in which every human 

living being and possibly future generations is included....The moral, as 

opposed to ethical, validity, impartiality, or fairness of a norm... would then be
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measured by its compatibility with our intuitions concerning the good for 

humankind." (1999: 163).

This dovetails nicely with Taylor's own understanding and the force of the two 

critiques together seems to offer a convincing case against Habermas. However, 

Ferrara draws implications that seem unwarranted, for he goes on to argue that this 

reinterpretation of discourse ethics undermines not only the formalism of discourse- 

ethics but its cognitive status too.

The first point is undoubtedly correct; once evaluative questions are involved 

then questions of substance are unavoidable. But the second would appear too hasty 

a conclusion, and rests upon the view, shared by Habermas, that ethical questions are 

fundamentally irrational and non-cognitive. Ferrara thinks that the conclusion is 

warranted by two features of the revised account: firstly, that ethical issues only 

permit judgments of degree in the sense that values can be thought of only as more 

or less good, rather than straightforwardly either good or bad according to a principle 

of bivalence, in the same way that e.g. factual propositions can either be true or false; 

secondly the "truths" that ethics gives rise to are non-demonstrable (1999: 163).

The first point only appears to hold if one is committed to a certain crude and 

highly contestable view of natural scientific inquiry that prioritises classical formal 

logic over alternative systems of logic which are now widely recognised as equally 

legitimate and acceptable. So-called coherence theories of truth do not adhere to an 

all-or-nothing view of truth, and are not weeded to the principle of bivalence; neither 

do approaches that take seriously issues of vagueness or fuzzy logic, or indeed 

dialectical logic (Merricks, 2001; Priest 2001). The second point conflates 

“cognitive5' with “demonstrability”. The insights and truths that art gives rise to are 

similarly inexact, but that does not mean that art contains no cognitive content. As 

Aristotle (2004: 5) famously advised in Chapter 3 of Nichomachean Ethics, we 

ought never to expect more precision in a subject than the nature of the subject 

permits9. The truths of ethics may perhaps be thought of as demonstrable but in a 

different way to those of the formal analytical sciences, requiring aesthetic judgment

9 Ananostopoulos (1994: 232) argues that Aristotle never intended his distinction between exact and 
inexact sciences, both considered cognitive enterprises, to map a distinction between demonstrable 
and indemonstrable knowledge.
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or phronesis as opposed to strict deductive reasoning.

3.2.5
Drawing some Implications.

Firstly, we must conclude that the uncovering of the ethical content of 

Habermas's principles and procedures is tantamount to historicising them, because 

the values they express arise from within the context of spatially and temporally 

bound communicative contexts. This conclusion agrees, at least on this point, with 

Benhabib's own judgment when she says "The principles of universal respect and 

egalitarian reciprocity are our philosophical clarification of the constituents of the 

moral point of view from within the nonnative hermeneutic horizon of modernity..." 

(Benhabib, 1992: 30). It tallies too with Maeve Cooke's recently elaborated position:

"....the idealizing presuppositions that no one will be excluded from 

participation in discussion on the basis of race, gender, social class, ideology, 

intellectual capacity, and so on seems to be specific to modem societies, 

indeed, even to certain kinds of modem societies. The same holds for the 

idealizing supposition that the contributions of all parties to the discussion 

carry equal weight." (Cooke, 2006: 52).

Cooke sees the need to historicise, more radically than hitherto, the 

communicative-ethical paradigm as being tied to its claim to be backed ultimately by 

empirical insights, for the practice and the findings of the empirical sciences are 

always socially and historically generated. Cooke’s position will be considered in 

more detail in the next chapter, along with Benhabib’s.

For now we may speculate that Habermas’s hitherto unwillingness to accept a 

more radical historicisation of his position is due to a fear that it will involve a 

surrendering of what he takes to be the unconditional force of morally valid claims. 

But if that unconditionality is only obtained through (ethnocentrically) passing off 

historically arrived at ethical principles as a priori universal moral facts, then it is an 

illusory and dogmatic unconditionality. The moral ties that bind us are not the 

result, or at least not primarily the result, of transcendental logical manoeuvres on
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the formal conditions of language, but emerge out of concrete lifeworld experiences 

of rupture and reconciliation.

Hegel’s dialectic is a more appropriate method for revealing this, precisely 

because dialectic is oriented to the concrete, as the experienced unity of that which 

Kantian formalism sunders apart. As for universality, it may be that the norms that 

Habermas identifies have a universal scope, but that is only true if they also resonate 

with the particular lives of situated selves. Their purported universality cannot be 

determined a priori but must itself be subject to historically grounded inquiry. All 

results of inquiry must be thought of as provisional, not simply the results generated 

in accord with ideal speech, but the foundational principles motivating the very 

concept of ideal speech itself. Thus, we are repeating, once again, Hegel’s critique 

of Kant at the point where Kant assumes second-order transcendental knowledge of 

putative cognitive structures to be somehow less subject to the forces of historical 

life than is everyday knowledge.

Secondly, we need not identity practical reason with universality per se, but 

with the good, which may sometimes involve putatively particular goods (group- 

relative, agent-relative) and sometimes putatively universal ones. The moral point of 

view is now seen to represent that class of ethical questions that pertain to all human 

beings qua human beings. But human beings do not only partake in universal 

practices and harbour universal interests, but particular ones too. We may partake in 

a universal communication community but we also participate in more local 

communities exhibiting different levels of universality or particularity, for example, 

national, ethnic, religious, regional, familial etc., and the particularistic forms of 

interest and identity may be seen as no less crucial for sustaining structures of 

reciprocity, recognition, healthy ego-identity and other moral and non-moral goods 

(see Finlayson 1999).

Finally, what is surely most important is that the dynamic and dialectical 

nature of the interplay between universal and particular is given full recognition and 

not brought to a forced or premature end by temptations for a priori legislation. In 

abstractly detaching the right from the good and prioritising the latter over the 

former, Habermas can be seen in fact to retreat behind Hegel's dialectical 

characterisation of the relation between universal and particular, opting rather for 

what Hegel characterised as a fixed antithesis of the will in its spiritual universality
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over its sensuous natural particularity, as Hegel states it:

“The modern moralistic view starts from the fixed antithesis of the will in its 

spiritual universality to its sensuous natural particularity, and consists, not in 

the completed reconciliation of these contrasted sides, but in their conflict with 

one another, which involves the requirement that the impulses which conflict 

with duty ought to yield to it.... Formulated in the abstract, it is the contrast of 

the universal and particular when the former is explicitly fixed over against the 

latter, just as the latter is over against the former;...Intellectual culture and the 

modern play of understanding create in man this contrast, which makes him an 

amphibious animal, inasmuch as it sets him to live in two contradictory worlds 

at once; so that even consciousness wanders back and forwards in this 

contradiction, and, shuttle-cocked from side to side, is unable to satisfy itself as 

itself on one side or the other....Such a discrepancy in life and consciousness 

involves for modern culture and its understanding the demand that the 

contradiction should be resolved.... If the culture of the world has fallen into 

such a contradiction, it becomes the task of philosophy to undo or cancel it, i. e., 

to show that neither the one alternative in its abstraction nor the other in similar 

one-sidedness possesses truth, but that they are essentially self-dissolving; that 

truth only lies in the conciliation and mediation of the two..." (Hegel, 2006: 
101).10

In his abstract separation between the right and the good, Habermas gives 

way to this fixed antithesis between universal and particular aspects of identity 

formation, rather than putting the two into dialectical interplay. It is important to 

see that this mirrors an abstract division within modernity itself, between law and 

morality, public duties and private desires, self and society. Where Habermas 

makes such division a premise of his moral theory, thereby generating a moral 

proceduralism, Hegel takes such division itself as a moral problem and conceives 

of Bildung, incorporating the moments of art, religion and philosophy, as one 

manner in which the division might be thrown into dialectical relief. As we saw 

in Chapter 1 (§1.2.4), Hegel provides us with a phenomenological

101 draw on Finlayson (1999: 48) for my lead into this particular passage of Hegel.
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exemplification of how such Bildung may be enacted, in the concrete experiential 

struggle between judging and acting consciousness, leading to progressive and 

deeper moments of reflection and recognition on the nature of human 

dependency.

It is such struggles that allow for the dialectical development of the will 

which increasingly moves towards a (speculative) identification of its interests 

with the interests of the whole, generating a vision of the good life in which the 

free and full flourishing of each becomes a condition of the possibility of the free 

and full flourishing of all. To be fair to Habermas, there are certainly clear 

intimations of this alternative position running throughout much of his thought.

It is especially present, for example, in the chapter on “Morality and Ethical 

Life” in MCCA. The problem is that it is never really systematically or 

consistently integrated into his general theoretical framework which remains 

essentially Kantian. Instead he opts for a tactical syncretism that shifts between 

Kant and Hegel depending upon whom his interlocutor happens to be at the time. 

This may be convenient for Habermas but it lacks coherence and is infeasible as 

a serious philosophical strategy, not least because it neglects the significant 

points of difference between the two thinkers.

Section 3.

3.3.1
A Note on Justification and Application.

Given the abstract and rationalist tendencies within discourse ethics, it comes 

as no surprise that it should have attracted criticism from those who bemoan its lack 

of action-guiding potential under concrete circumstances. Albrecht Wellmer (1991) 

is amongst those who have led accusations of vacuity and contextual futility of (U) 

and (D). If we understand moral theory in terms of the attempt to provide an answer 

to the second of Kant's three central philosophical questions mooted in the closing 

sections of the first Critique (CPR: 635) - i.e. "What ought I to do?" - then neither 

(U) nor (D) seem adequate to the task. How might we think of (U) as helping 

Sartre's morally perplexed student, for example, in his dilemma as to whether to
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remain with his lonely grandmother, or leave to fight on behalf of the French 

resistance? (Sartre, 2007: 35).

In response to this problem Habermas (JA: 37) reminds us, firstly, of the 

limited nature of a Kantian-style deontological ethic oriented solely to the question 

of moral justification. With its emphasis on universalisation, such an approach can 

tell us no more and no less than which practical principles or moral maxims are 

justified and can therefore not yield determinate answers to specific, context-bound 

questions. In any given set of circumstances there may be a multitude of morally 

justifiable (universalisable) principles upon which to base one's acts but the principle 

of universalisation itself (the level of moral justification per se) cannot tell us which, 

out of all the potential candidate-norms, to adopt as the one most appropriate for the 

situation at hand. Thus, differing material principles of justice, e.g. "To each 

according to his needs", "To each according to his merits", or "Equal shares for all" 

(JA: 52) may all be potentially justifiable from the perspective of universalisation, 

but universalisation itself cannot tell us which to adopt in the face of a determinate 

set of circumstances. It is on this point that the Aristotelians and Hegelians" have 

appeared to enjoy the upper hand, for the faculty of phronesis, as that tacit practical 

know-how oriented to particular cases rather than general laws, is precisely the 

faculty most attuned to the issue of the contextual application of moral norms.

It is in order to fill this gap that Habermas, following Klaus Gunther (1993), 

seeks, at least ostensibly, in JA to supplement the focus on justification with a 

doctrine of application. Ostensibly because despite the title (“Justification and 

Application”) of the follow-up work to MCCA, there is actually very little by way of 

detail regarding the problem of application in this work. Most of Justification and 

Application is oriented to clarifying the moral point of view in the face of objections 

raised after its initial formulation in MCCA. Beyond that, the problem of application 

is mostly attended to merely by way of an acknowledgment of its unavoidable role in 

ensuring that a moral theory based primarily on the principle of impartiality is not 

jeopardised by a rigid abstractionism. One obvious way in which it could be so 

jeopardised without a doctrine of application is by virtue of the fact that

11 That Hegelians share the essential commitment to phronesis with Aristotelians is also brought out 
in Hegel's critique of Kant's notion of the pure will, framed in opposition to a concern for 
consequences, and the subjective will's "stupidity" in the lack of appreciation for context (see, e.g. 
PoM: 655; PoG: 453; §1.2.3).
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circumstances change with time, such that what was justified at one point in time 

may no longer be so at a subsequent future point. The only way we can know if a 

norm that was previously deemed valid is also valid now is through a context- 

sensitive judgment as to its appropriateness, adpondus omnium:

"Prima facie valid norms remain open to further interpretation in the light of 

particular constellations of unforeseeable situations of application. The 

question of whether norms determined to be valid with reference to anticipated 

typical situations actually occurring in the future in the light of the relevant 

features of these situations is left unanswered by justificatory discourses. This 

question can only be answered in a further discursive step, from the changed 

perspective of application." (JA: 37)

The indeterminacy of discourses of justification requires what Habermas refers 

to as an “offsetting compensation” in order to make them feasible in practice. 

Discourses of application are supposed to provide this. As we know, in the case of 

discourses of justification, it is the principle of universalisation that provides the 

criterion against which a norm may be considered just or unjust. If a candidate norm 

meets the test of universalisation then it gains credibility as one among a possible 

variety of norms to be applied in a given context. The application of a valid norm 

however requires its own criterion in order for the one applying the norm to know 

whether or not it is right in the circumstances. Following Klaus Gunther Habermas 

refers to this criterion as that of “appropriateness”. Only the two principles, 

universalisation and appropriateness, taken together are said to exhaust the meaning 

of impartiality, of the moral point of view:

"In justification only the norm itself, independently of its application in any 

situation, is relevant. The issue is whether it is in the interests of all that 

everybody should follow the rule.... In application by contrast, the particular 

situation is relevant, regardless of whether general observance is also in the 

interest of all. The issue here is whether and how the rule should be followed 

in a given situation in light of all of the particular circumstances... what must 

be decided is not the validity of the norm for each and his interests but its
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appropriateness in relation to all of the features of a situation." (JA: 37).

The introduction of a principle of application into the discourse-ethical 

framework appears prima facie to fill a gap and thus to go some way towards 

meeting the Aristotelian's point about contextual judgment. However, a significant 

problem arises for what accounts for the force of the Aristotelian’s account of 

contextual judgment is its constitutive connection to, or embeddedness in, a 

particular form of life - Sittlichkeit. What makes the wise wise according to the neo- 

Aristotelian/Hegelian is a mastery of a historically rooted form of life. It is this 

mastery that first enables sound context-sensitive judgment. But if that is so, then 

this threatens to undermine the attempt abstractly to separate the moral point of view 

- the perspective of universalisation - from concrete ethical life.

Habermas is aware of this threat and attempts to counter it by gesturing away 

from Aristotelian understandings of practical judgment and towards an account 

which would not threaten the essentially deontological basis of discourse ethics. 

However, unfortunately, he does no more than gesture and fails to develop his ideas 

in such a way that could mitigate the charges of abstractionism, indeterminacy 

and/or vacuity that critics have levelled at discourse ethics. He tells us:

"In contrast to the neo-Aristotelian position, discourse ethics is emphatically 

opposed to going back to a stage of philosophical thought prior to Kant. Kant's 

achievement was precisely to dissociate the problem of justification from the 

application and implementation of moral insights. I argue that even in the 

prudent application of norms, principles of practical reason take effect. 

Suggestive evidence is provided by classical topoi, for instance, the principles 

that all relevant aspects of a case must be considered and that means should be 

proportionate to ends. Such principles as these promote the idea of impartial 

application, which is not a prudent but a moral point of view." (MCCA: 206/7).

With this manoeuvre we see Habermas trying, quite typically, to have his 

proverbial cake and eat it. He wants all the benefits of an Aristotelian notion of 

practical judgment whilst discarding or glossing over the bits that don't fit. He 

thereby tries to give us an account of practical judgment where the guiding criteria of 

application are themselves general, ethically purged rules, justifiable from the moral
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point of view. So we have "all relevant aspects of a case must be considered"; and 

'‘that means should be appropriate to ends”. But what this blatantly glosses over is 

the fact that the determination of what is or what is not "relevant", what is or is not 

proportionate, requires particular and particularistic ethical input.

This latter point is one that Georgia Warnke (1995) has seized upon in her own 

Gadamerian inspired culturalist critique of Habermas. Warnke takes the abortion 

issue as an example of the question-begging nature of Habermas's principles of 

application. In the case of abortion, people generally appear to differ on whether to 

give evaluative primacy to life or liberty. We could imagine both of these values as 

being justifiable in accord with a discourse of universalisation at a de-contextualised 

level. If so, the matter for a discourse of application then turns upon the question 

either of a) which of these justified values is to be applied, or b) how we are to apply 

them precisely in a concrete context.

Now, pursuing this matter in relation to the above, if we follow Habermas's 

recommended principles of application, i.e. that "all relevant aspects of a case must 

be considered" or "that means should be appropriate to ends", then, Warnke argues, 

additional "offsetting compensation" appears to be required in order to determine 

sufficiently the notion of relevance or proportionality in each case. The principles of 

application were themselves intended to provide the offsetting compensation vis-a- 

vis the indeterminacy of justified norms; but Warnke is arguing that these very 

principles require their own offsetting compensation if relevance and proportionality 

are to be made determinate enough to apply in a concrete setting. In short, what one 

deems relevant or proportionate will itself depend upon one's hermeneutical starting 

point. So, from the perspective of a conservative religious worldview what is 

deemed relevant will most likely differ from what is deemed relevant from a secular- 

liberal point of view - sanctity of life versus, say, a woman’s freedom of choice. 

And in the case of proportionality:

"[if] we equate abortion with the ungodly killing of innocent life, then any act 

that interrupts the work of abortion clinics may seem proportionate to the end.

If we oppose legal abortions but place even higher importance on the rule of 

law and on legislative or constitutional attempts to resolve the issue, then such 

actions do not seem to count as legitimate means." (Warnke, 1995: 131)
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Thus Habermas's "classical" principles of application cannot themselves 

answer the question regarding their own application, not unless, that is, we conceive 

of them as bearing an internal and constitutive relation to ethical-life in the way that 

the Aristotelian or Hegelian sees the matter:

"We must apply justified norms to concrete situations of action that we already 

interpret in light of our cultural values but the influence of our cultural values 

seems to extend right through the way we understand principles of application 

and judgments of appropriateness themselves." (Warnke, 1995: 132).

But Habermas does not want to, or rather cannot, accept this, for he is 

committed, seemingly at all costs, to a deontological understanding of the moral 

point of view. The upshot is that either we have a doctrine of contextual judgment in 

which case (U) and (D) seem to become redundant when understood in the sense of 

a priori deontological principles, or we hold on to the deontological force of (U) and 

(D) and sacrifice contextual judgment, in which case Wellmer’s criticism regarding 

the vacuity of discourse ethics returns.

Our preferred option is to argue for a historically grounded dialectic between 

principle and prudence, justification and application, which involves a historicisation 

of the normative content contained in (U) and (D) and the recognition of its 

constitutive relation to Sittlichkeit. Habermas wants to retain an in principle 

separation between justification and application because he thinks that historicising 

(U) and (D) would undermine their categorical force and give too much leverage to 

particular cultures against the presumed context-transcending principles. In an 

appeal to Gadamer's (1976) programme of philosophical hermeneutics Wamke 

shows how the rejection of the priority of the right over the good thesis does not 

have to lead to out and out relativism as is sometimes suggested by arguments made 

by so-called communitarians, for the normative content contained in Habermas's 

principles can be defended from the side of substantive values grounded 

ontologically in the constitutive relation between self and other. Indeed, we saw 

Habermas himself maintaining, in an unguarded moment, that the success of a 

universalistic morality depends upon a form of life that meets it halfway (MCCA:
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207). What is at stake here is not the rejection of general principles but merely the 

establishment of a more adequate relation between principles and concretely situated 

ethical intuition.
Wamke (1995: 133) refers to this as a "bottom-up" approach in contrast to 

what she refers to as Habermas's "top-down" one. Following Warnke, we may 

presume a plurality of traditions or cultures with differing evaluative orientations 

engaging with one another against the background of a desire for completeness or 

perfection. It is the desire for completeness, a notion central to the thought of 

Aristotle, Hegel and Gadamer alike, that provides the impetus for genuine 

engagement and subsequent transcendence. Recalling Hegel's dialectic of self and 

other in the section on self-consciousness in the Phenomenology, we know that the 

move towards genuine and mutual recognition arises after the "life and death" 

struggle whereby each party becomes aware of the constitutive or existential 

dependency of each on the other. This realisation then becomes the platform for 

further encounters which, each time, generate deeper and more meaningful forms of 

self-transcendence. Essentially the same dynamic is evident in Gadamer's Hegelian 

inspired account of the fusion of horizons, which occurs when two or more cultures 

come into dialogue allowing each to see in the other not only a reflection of 

themselves, but also an encounter with new standards and criteria for assessing one's 

own deep evaluative commitments, thereby bringing about mutual learning and 

enrichment in a state where, as the dialectical philosopher Roy Bhaskar sates it, “the 

free flourishing of each concretely singular agent is a condition of the free 

flourishing of all” (Bhaskar, 1993: 280).

3.3.2
Conclusion.

We begin this chapter by examining the substance of Habermas’s discourse- 

ethical paradigm. We saw that the arguments establishing this paradigm were 

continuous with those delineated in the last chapter in regards to the theory of 

communicative action more generally. Habermas’s moral theory evolves directly 

out of his methodological position exemplified in CES and TCA. As such, it merely 

reflects and reproduces many of the problems and antinomies pervading that
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position. Amongst these were seen to be the tacit passing-off of extra-linguistic 

normative commitments as merely formal presuppositions of speech, exhibited in the 

rules of discourse and in (D) and (U); the reproduction of unsustainable dualisms 

between, for example, ethics and morality, the right and the good, self and society, 

and a continual deployment of ambiguity and equivocation in order to mask the 

problematic nature of these dualisms; and problems of motivation and of application. 

We have argued that all of these problems can be traced back to Kantian 

commitments.

On the other hand, the theory of discourse ethics has been seen to exhibit 

counter-tendencies to the ones just noted, and these represent Habermas’s Hegelian 

side. We have not sought to deny this side to Habermas’s thought but to argue that it 

remains too often in the shadow of his Kantianism. The argument running 

throughout this work has been that this is so at least partly because Habermas has 

been to ready to read into Hegel’s dialectics a barely concealed absolutism and 

philosophy of identity. This conviction on his part has been responsible for 

preventing him from fully appreciating and mobilising Hegelian insights. In the next 

chapter our attention will turn to two thinkers who have sought to develop the 

Habermassian paradigm in a manner more sympathetic to dialectical critical theory.
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Chapter 4.

Continuing the Communicative Paradigm: Benhabib and Cooke.

Introduction.

In the last chapter we made reference both to Seyla Benhabib and Maeve 

Cooke in support of our call for a historisation of the normative content of 

Habermas’s discourse ethics. Benhabib and Cooke have been amongst Habermas’s 

closest followers and critics, making valuable contributions to Habermas scholarship 

and advancing critical theory in innovative ways. What is perhaps most interesting 

about these two thinkers is that they both demonstrate a critical awareness of some of 

the central problems of Habermas’s thought that we have been trying to draw 

attention to in the course of this study, and indeed suggest modes of dealing with 

these problems that often intimate in a more Hegelian direction and away from Kant. 

However, in both cases, albeit in slightly different ways, they remain restrained by 

deeper-level commitments to some of the most core of Habermas’s ideas. 

Considering both thinkers will serve to highlight precisely what it is about 

Habermas’s thought that continues to appeal to critical theorists and what challenges 

need to be met by any aspiring alternative. In what follows we will first examine 

Benhabib’s major contribution put forward in Critique, Norm and Utopia (1986), 

before moving on to Cooke’s more recently elaborated interventions in Re

presenting the Good Society (2006).

Section 1.

Navigating Norm and Utopia: Benhabib’s Uneasy Fusion.

4.1.1

Introduction.

In Critique, Norm and Utopia Benhabib provides an impressive systematic 

analysis of the conceptual origins and subsequent development of critical theory 

from Hegel to Habermas. Beginning with Hegel’s critique of natural right, and of
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Kant’s theoretical and practical philosophy, she traces the transmutations of critique 

through Marx and the early Frankfurt School to the communicative ethics of 

Habermas and Apel, which she then develops in a manner of her own. Benhabib is 

committed to the communicative paradigm introduced by Apel and Habermas but 

seeks to steer it in a direction that, at least ostensibly, redresses the balance between 

Kant and Hegel in favour of the latter, and by making tentative concessionary 

gestures towards Adorno.

Benhabib fundamentally concurs with Habermas in seeing the failings of 

critical theory from Kant to Adorno as resulting from the uncritical adoption of the 

philosophy of the subject, and agrees that a simultaneous but insufficiently exploited 

inter-subjective and communicative train of thought is to be detected in that same 

tradition. This latter current is said to have the potential to cure that tradition of its 

aporias, if only it can be more adequately developed. However, in an extremely 

close, critical analysis of the project of discourse ethics, she turns Habermas’s insight 

back upon Habermas himself: despite the inter-subjectivist turn characteristic of 

Habermas’s thought, at important theoretical junctures it remains rooted in the 

paradigm of subjectivity, and this prevents Habermas from fully realising the utopian 

promise of critical theory (Benhabib, 1986: 330).

4.1.2.

Critical Theory and the Trans-subjective Subject: Hegel, Marx, Adorno.

The paradigm of the subject is identifiable, for Benhabib, by the presence of 

four basic assumptions: first, a unitary model of human action, one that reduces its 

existential plurality and indeterminacy to a single generative source, such as occurs 

within Hegel and Marx under the banners of e.g. “externalisation”, “objectification”, 

or “self-actualisation”. Second, the assumption of a “trans-subjective” subject, that 

somehow transcends the particularity and plurality of individual subjects, and 

determines the meaning and future course of their actions (thus threatening 

autonomy), e.g. Hegel’s Geist, or the revolutionary collective in Marx. Third, 

history is simply the story of the progressive unfolding of this collective subject. 

Fourth, emancipation consists essentially in recognising this fact and endorsing it, 

“that we in the present rediscover our identity qua constituted subjects of the past.” 

(Benhabib, 1986: 330).
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At least on the most familiar and superficial readings of Hegel and Marx, all 

four of these assumptions can be recognised. One of the advantages of Hegel’s 

theory, over that of, say, Lockean individualism, was to incorporate the trans- 

subjective point of view, alongside the inter-subjective, as something definitive of 

the institutional life of modernity. This trans-subjective point of view is constructed 

to capture the salience of the dimension of unintended consequences to human 

action, a salience which reaches an unprecedented degree in modern society. This is 

noted and appreciated by Benhabib. A central focus of critique then becomes the 

“de-mystification” of such unintended consequences, instigating the recognition that 

the complexities of the social world which result on the basis of them, are the result 

of human activity rather than natural law. Such recognition enables, or itself 

constitutes a form of, “re-appropriation” of the work of past labour in the present, 

and such re-appropriation is the key figure in the Hegelian/Marxist understanding of 

emancipation (Benhabib, 1986: 68).

However, it is this concept of re-appropriation, and its rootedness in an 

essentially expressivist account of human action centred around the idea of work or 

labour, that Benhabib takes to be responsible for the preponderance of a politically 

problematic, deterministically construed (trans-)subjectivism in Hegel and Marx, and 

this functions to suppress a latent, inter-subjectivist potential of Hegelian philosophy 

centred not around the idea of work, but around that of communicative interaction. 

Rather than a pluralist, consensus-based participatory form of politics that Benhabib 

would like to see, Hegel leads us to an integrationist solution, Marx, to an essentially 

anti-democratic, bureaucratic one. While Marx is said to have acknowledged the 

standpoint of lived-experience in opposition to that of the socio-economic system, he 

fails properly to negotiate the two perspectives thus ending up with a detenninistic 

model of life (1986: 68-70).1

Adorno is treated somewhat differently, for he is credited with having 

foreseen, more clearly than anyone prior, the “deficiency” and “demise” of the 

philosophy of the subject upon which Marxism rested. The project of negative 

dialectics was conceived precisely as a response to the identity-logic dominating 

Hegel and Marx’s versions of critique, an identity-logic that can be seen to find its

1 We may be reminded that the deterministic and "integrationist" account of Hegel is contested by 
Pippin (1997: 170), Wallace (2005) and Rose (1981). The idea that Marx reduces human relations to 
the category of labour is strongly contested by Postone (1993: Ch.6). We dealt with these issues at 
§1.2.4.
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apotheosis simultaneously in the Kantian abstract identity of the ego with itself, 

Hegelian absolute spirit, and Marx’s universal class. Negative dialectics seeks to 

disturb this identity-logic via its focus on the non-identical - the thing that fails to fit 

- bringing about “the unending transformation of concepts into their opposites, of 

what is into what could be but is not” (Benhabib, 1986: 173).

As Benhabib sees it though, Adorno had a problem to the extent that he 

collapsed the distinction between cultural and societal rationalisation, intended to be 

kept apart by Weber, which led to him seeing the grip of identity-logic in modernity, 

in the form of instrumental reason, as total and all-pervasive, leaving no non

instrumental position from which to critique it (Benhabib, 1986: 168). Such a charge 

is familiar, and follows Habermas closely. Thus, while Adorno is said to see the 

flaws inherent in the philosophy of the subject, he was not able to offer any 

theoretically coherent or politically viable alternative to it (Benhabib, 1986: 212).

“If the plight of the Enlightenment and of cultural rationalisation only reveals 

the culmination of the identity logic, constitutive of reason, then the theory of 

the dialectic of the Enlightenment, which is carried out with the tools of this 

very same reason, perpetuates the very structure of domination it condemns.” 

(Benhabib, 1986: 169).

It is the supposed loss of any immanent platform within the historical process, 

from which critique could take leave, that is said to induce Adorno to take flight into 

a utopian transcendence, the vehicle for this being the most austere forms of high- 

modernist art. The beautiful is said to represent the antithesis of society through its 

promise of a non-sacrificial, non-identitarian reconciliation with otherness. Critique 

is supposed to degenerate into mere criticism, the distinguishing feature of which is 

that it is no longer grounded in the understandings of the present, and aimed at 

bringing out the utopian potential of that present, as immanent critique is, but rather 

imposes its own standards from above, and to which the critical theorist alone has 

access (1986: 180).

Benhabib has appreciation for Adorno’s concept of autonomy as the ability to 

be “oneself in otherness” (1986: 211), but claims that the two models of socio

political relations that could have allowed Adorno to fully develop this idea - 

namely recognition and love - are passed by in favour of an aesthetic-expressive
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discourse which is neither essentially social nor political. Ultimately, although 

Adorno grasps the fundamental categorial problems associated with the philosophy 

of the subject, his theory offers only an abstract negation of it, rather than a genuine 

alternative that might allow us to theorise the important things excluded by it - 

plurality, contingency, being-with-the-other (1986: 214).

4.1.3

Hegel’s Critique of Kant and Discourse Ethics.

For Benhabib, the paradigm of communication is said to offer the potential to 

get beyond the problems associated with the philosophy of the subject - the 

suppression of plurality and indeterminacy - precisely because of its focus upon the 

lived experience of participants in interaction and the possibility of those participants 

to form their future through mutual consent, a centrally important factor for 

Benhabib’s notion of critical theory (e.g. 1986: 93). However, Benhabib is also 

critical of some of the more pronounced Kantian aspects of Habermas’s project and 

seeks to go beyond them by absorbing into her account some of the more forceful 

Hegelian critiques of Kant’s moral worldview applicable to discourse ethics, and by 

at least claiming to incorporate the spirit of Adorno’s utopianism captured in the 

notion of mimesis. The two-fold question she poses then becomes a defining one for 

her own contribution to critical theory:

“how applicable is Hegel’s critique of Kantian morality to the project of a 

communicative ethics... and can a communicative concept of autonomy 

accommodate utopian aspects of the non-repressive relation to inner and outer 

nature which Adorno and Horkheimer named ‘mimesis’” (1986: 282).

Some of what Benhabib has to say here warrants closers attention not least 

because she highlights some elements of Hegel’s critique of Kant, and its relevance 

to discourse ethics, that our own critique has so far left under-explored. Benhabib 

identifies three principal areas of Kant’s moral thought to which Hegel directed his 

critique. These are: 1) the critique of the universalisability principle, i.e. the 

categorical imperative; 2) the institutional deficiency of Kantian moral theory; 3) the 

critique of Kantian moral psychology and the motivational/affective deficit.
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Benhabib thinks that all three apply to discourse ethics in some modified form. Due 

to issues of space and relevance we will only consider the first and third here. Our 

argument will be that Benhabib is on the right tracks with her leaning towards Hegel 

and her gestures towards Adorno, but that she does not go far enough. In particular 

the argument will be that she is insufficiently dialectical in her approach leading to a 

re-enactment of key Habermassian dualisms and a similar narrowing of the 

transformative potential of critical theory.

i) Hegel’s Critique of Universalisability.

Hegel’s critique of Kant’s universalisability principle - the categorical 

imperative - is said to have took the form that the principle was either vacuous or 

inconsistent, depending on whether it was seen as a means for testing or generating 

moral maxims. If intended for testing maxims then it was deemed vacuous because 

it reduced to a question merely of logical consistency of the will with its maxims; if 

intended to generate maxims then it was thought to be inconsistent because it was 

dependent upon a tacit introduction of material content inconsistent with the 

formalism of the law Benhabib (1986: 298/9). In a somewhat modified form 

Benhabib suspects that the same criticism applies to Habermas’s universalisability 

principle (henceforth U). To recall, U states that that norm is valid if

“The consequences and side-effects which would foreseeably result from the 

universal subscription to a disputed norm, and as they would affect the 

satisfaction of the interests of each single individual, could be accepted by all 

without constraints.” (Quoted in Benhabib, 1986: 304).

The status of the principle in Kant was not in doubt as it was intended as a 

necessary and sufficient basis from which to establish the validity of a norm. But 

with Habermas it is reinterpreted discursively and dialogically and is therefore 

supplemented by the rules of discourse and the discourse principle (D) (§3.1.3), 

which are derived from a pragmatic understanding of the nature of speech. This 

heightens Benhabib’s suspicion over the vacuity of U, for if a valid norm is one 

which emerges from rational discourse, and the rules of discourse already establish 

the required parameters of such discourse, what additional work remains for a
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theoretical principle, such as U, to do? Put another way, U is ostensibly introduced 

to determine whether “the content and field of the application of a norm is or is not 

particular”; but since this is something that can itself only be discerned through 

processes of discursive argumentation, then U seems vacuous (1986: 303).

The reason it is introduced, Benhabib asserts, is because of the problems 

associated with consent theories of legitimacy, namely, that there is nothing stopping 

participants in discourse consensually adopting principles that would subvert 

discourse (1986: 303/4). The only way to avoid this is to define the 

universalisability principle theoretically and prior to discourse. The problem with 

this move, however, is that it leaves the theory open to the charge of dogmatism and 

a priorism. Benhabib notes that Habermas’s method for attempting to avoid this 

charge is to adopt the pragmatic mode of justification as opposed to a strict logical or 

deductive one. But this move does not absolve Habermas from Kantian-style 

dilemmas to which Hegel brought our attention.

In order to demonstrate this, Benhabib considers the justification for U 

provided in MCCA, namely: “Everyone who participates in the universal and 

necessary communicative presuppositions of argumentative speech, and who knows 

what it means to justify a norm of action, must implicitly assume the validity of a 

principle of universalisability” (quoted in Benhabib, 1986: 304). This purported 

justification is said to involve two premises and a conclusion. The two premises are: 

i) “the universal and necessary presuppositions of communicative speech”, and ii) 

“the knowledge of what it means to justify a norm”. If these premises are adhered to 

we get the conclusion iii) “must implicitly assume the validity of a principle of 

universalisability.” Benhabib (1986: 304) examines both premises in turn and finds 

that they are vulnerable to Hegelian criticisms.

i) Amongst the universal and necessary presuppositions of communicative 

speech are the rules of discourse which, as we have already seen, are supposed to 

establish inclusivity, symmetry and reciprocity. Benhabib focuses in on the first - 

inclusivity - denoted by 3.1 at p.89 of MCCA, “Every agent capable of speech and 

action can participate in discourses”. On close inspection Benhabib thinks it must be 

conceded that such inclusivity is not so much a universal and necessary pragmatic 

presupposition of speech, as it is a cultural assumption, albeit one that Benhabib 

happens to agree with:
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“Rule 3.1 which defines every agent that is capable of speech and action as a 

potential participant in a discourse, already presupposes a strong universalistic- 

egalitarian commitment to consider as irrelevant from a moral standpoint all 

those natural and cultural characteristics among human groups which 

distinguish them from one another. This commitment, which I share, cannot be 

presented as if it were the result of some careful philosophical analysis of 

conditions of argumentative speech uberhaupt.... it reflects the commitments of 

a moral philosophy as practiced by individuals who are themselves members of 

a culture that cherishes universalism.” (1986: 306)

The force of this observation is perhaps appreciated more when one considers 

those people or things that are potentially excluded by Habermas’s definition of 

inclusion, for example, mutes, children, animals, the natural world. This restriction 

of possible participants, because it forms a background normative assumption of 

discourse ethics, cannot be justified by referring back to the conditions of 

argumentation without circularity. Thus we must conclude that the content of these 

rules has already been “pre-interpreted in the light of material normative 

assumptions.” (Benhabib, 1986: 307).

Moving swiftly on to the second premise - knowing what it means to justify a 

norm - Benhabib notes that this can be interpreted in one of two ways, both of 

which bring problems. Habermas states that we know how to justify a norm once we 

know how to associate its meaning with the principle of regulating social concerns in 

the interests of all (1986: 307). But when placed adjacent to the U principle itself, 

there appears to be very little prima facie difference between the U principle and the 

premise invoked to justify it, in which case the justification for U again appears 

circular.

One possible difference discemable between the two motivates one of the two 

possible interpretations. On this account we note that the premise under 

consideration is less specific with regards to the who that constitutes the “all”, than is 

the U principle itself: the justifying premise merely refers to regulating social 

concerns in the “interests of all”, whereas the justified principle (U) refers to the 

interests of “each single individual”. If, then, the justifying premise is not identical 

with the justified principle, that must be because it is possible to conceive of ways of 

regulating the interests of all that do not take into account the interests of each single
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individual. This might be the case, Benhabib suggests, with strong theories of the 

common good, such as Rousseau’s, which involve a degree of “self-sacrifice” for the 

sake of some supra-individual identity or collective, or certain utilitarian conceptions 

which may forsake individual happiness, instrumentally, if it means maximising it in 

some other way. But if this is the case, that is, if it is possible to conceive of 

alternative ways in which to regulate the interests of all without deferring to the 

interests of each, then it appears that U is not uniquely grounded by its justifying 

premise; other alternative universalist meta-principles may be just as compatible, and 

additional and extraneous assumptions would need to be drawn on in order to 

establish U. And if this is the case, it would follow that no performative 

contradiction would have occurred should U be violated, unless, that is, one has 

previously committed oneself to the extraneous normative assumptions grounding it.

This is the thrust of Benhabib’s attack on U and leaves us with the position that 

U is either tautological, or it depends on bringing additional assumptions into U that 

are not contained in the justifying premises. It is interesting that Benhabib is at pains 

to point out that her “Hegelian” critique of the Kantian aspects of discourse ethics 

does not amount to a rejection of the discourse ethical programme, or indeed, it 

appears, the U principle itself. On the contrary Benhabib wants to endorse the 

normative content of discourse ethics, and especially the principle of rational 

consent, together with the norms of reciprocity, symmetry, inclusivity and 

universalisability. Her difference with Habermas concerns less the content and more 

the mode of derivation: she rejects the attempt to provide the normative content of U 

and D with a transcendental ground based on facts of speech, in favour of an 

approach that sees said content as being generated, extra-discursively, in the course 

of contingent historical learning processes and struggles. It is only when so 

recognised that Benhabib thinks that these norms may themselves be subject to 

discursive testing, thus avoiding the spectre of dogmatism implicit in Habermas’s 

Kantianism.

This is quite interesting when set against the criticisms of Apel considered in 

Chapter 2 (§2.3.1). That is because Apel also agreed with the normative content of 

discourse ethics but similarly questioned the mode of justification. However, in 

Apel’s case, we recall that Habermas was not at fault for attempting to provide a 

transcendental justification for the normative content; he was at fault rather for not 

making his justification even more strongly transcendental than he had. Benhabib
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takes the different route of appealing for a historically based justification, and in this 

comes closer to Hegel.

Part of Habermas’s own anxiety over accepting such a move, as Benhabib 

notes, arises from him giving too much weight to the claims of decisionism, of the 

sort propounded by a Sartre or a Weber, as if a wholly irrationalist account of norm 

adoption were the only alternative to foundationalism or strong justificationism. 

This leads Habermas to underplay the role of the will and choice in favour of the 

quasi-transcendental fact of (communicative) reason. But as Benhabib (1986: 326) 

points out, the will must be given a secure place in any account of morality that 

purports to bear an internal connection to a viable concept of rational autonomy. 

Opposed, thus, to both a strong justificationism or foundationalism on the one hand, 

and pure irrationalism or decisionism on the other, we have what she calls a weak 

justification for discourse ethics, a non-foundationalist, fallibilist, communicative 

concept of reason, whose normative content (as contained in for example in the rules 

of discourse) is seen as the result of contingent historical learning processes (1986: 

327) and which is thus always subject to subsequent discursive critique and revision. 

As she puts it:

“the commitments of a moral philosophy as practiced by individuals who are 

themselves members of a culture that cherishes universalism ... Our assumption 

that all speakers of any natural language speak and do not merely babble is the 

product of the moral Bildung of the Enlightenment and secularisation which 

destroyed the ontological bases of human inequality. To say this., is not to say 

that it is therefore less defensible; my intention is simply to point out that even 

the so-called ‘universal’ pragmatic presuppositions of human discourse have a 

cultural-historical content built into them.” (1986: 306).

ii) Hegel’s Critique of Habermas’s Moral Psychology.

Benhabib feels that the above considerations introduce an important element of 

contingency and choice arguably missing from Habermas’s project, and these are 

crucial components of her extension of the communicative paradigm. The other 

component emerges out of a consideration of her application of the third listed of 

Hegel’s criticisms of Kant to discourse ethics, namely, the motivational deficit of
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Kantian moral theories. One significant aspect of Hegel’s critique of Kant’s moral 

theory relates to the charge of deficient moral psychology, as we saw in Chapter 1. 

Benhabib clearly centres this around the different relationship that reason takes to 

desire and nature in the Kantian and Hegelian systems (1986: 316).

For Kant, as we know, the role of reason was to master nature and desire, and 

autonomy would be founded upon such mastery. For Hegel on the other hand, 

reason takes an educative relation to nature and desire, aiming towards a 

reconciliation of both (1986: 316). On this latter account, autonomy and happiness 

are not in irreconcilable tension, but rather mutually require and mutually presuppose 

one another. Generalised to Habermas’s case, this difference turns upon the question 

of whether reason is taken to be sovereign and self-generating (Kant), or whether 

reason is always to some extent conditioned by extra-rational factors and forces 

which reason may nonetheless reflect upon and find some speculative reconciliation 

with (Hegel, Adorno et al). The former position commits what Benhabib refers to as 

a rationalistic fallacy, while the second intimates towards the utopian promise always 

at the core of critical theory.

Now, of most interest is that Benhabib claims the second alternative - the 

moment of utopian reconciliation - is indeed present in Habermas’s work at the 

point where he attempts to develop Kohlberg’s schema of moral development 

beyond the standard six stages to incorporate a putative seventh. This is something 

Habermas flirted with in an essay that was published in Communication and the 

Evolution of Society (1979: Ch.2, henceforth CES) but which he later abandoned. 

Benhabib thinks that this turn in Habermas’s thought had potential but was 

significantly under-theorised. Its resuscitation is necessary however, she thinks, in 

order to save us from the danger of dogmatism implicit in the rationalistic fallacy 

(Benhabib, 1986: 317).

Her claim is that in order properly to release this utopian moment and take full 

advantage of it, it will require challenging the vestiges of the philosophy of the 

subject still contained within Habermas’s programme. Benhabib thinks that 

Habermas succumbs to this way of thinking at the point where he attempts to turn his 

quasi-evolutionary account of species competencies - the competencies that are 

implied by our ability to engage in linguistic interaction - into a general narrative 

about the history of humanity (1986: 331). Benhabib is most likely here referring to 

another essay printed in CES where Habermas attempts to account for the
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development of that set of role and interactive competencies presupposed by our 

ability to engage in speech in terms of a reconstructed historical materialism (CES: 

Ch.4). Just as with Hegel and Marx, this is said to reduce the plurality and 

indeterminacy of human life to the progression of an anonymous species subject or 

collective “we”. Both these shortcomings, collectivism and determinism, are said to 

prevent a proper appreciation of the utopian moment. Taking off from stage 7 we 

need to make visible the utopian moment as one of choice rather than necessary 

evolution (1986: 331).

This latter stage centres around a concept of autonomy read not simply as a 

post-conventional, reflexive orientation to universal principles, applied 

monologically, as a means for testing the legitimacy of norms based on pre-given 

cultural needs (stage 6). Stage 7 moves beyond this to the extent that need 

interpretations themselves are brought into the realm of a discursive will formation.

Elsewhere Habermas formulates this distinction in terms of orientations 

towards self-determination and self-actualisation (Habermas, 1992: 192). It is the 

latter moment which Habermas here theorises as the model of “unconstrained ego 

identity”, or as a “universal ethics of speech”, as opposed to, or rather, as a sublation 

of, a formal ethics of mere duty, or of the Kantian paradigm of moral autonomy 

(CES: 93). In all cases, the prevailing idea is that in putting need interpretations 

forward for public discursive testing, this may work therapeutically in resolving ego- 

conflicts and anxieties brought about by societal or super-ego repression. This, in 

turn, is said to engender not only an enhanced sense of autonomy (self- 

determination) but also points towards the moment of need-fulfilment and thus, 

happiness (self-actualisation). In this way “Inner nature is rendered communicatively 

fluid and transparent to the extent that needs can... be kept articulable \prachfahig\ or 

be released from their paleosymbolic prelinguisticality.” (CES: 93).

The germ of this account can be traced back to the close relationship Habermas 

first forged between psychoanalysis and emancipation in KHI. What is important to 

recall is that the account there offered fell under the spell of Alfred Lorenzer’s neo- 

Freudian revisionism (Alford, 1987: 4), which interpreted psychopathology 

hermeneutically, in terms of a theory of distorted communication (§2.1.3). On this 

reading, the self was conceived as linguistic through and through, with hardly any 

meaningful sense being ascribable to the idea of a non-linguistic, natural substratum, 

a fact underlined by Habermas’s consistent neglect of early, non-linguistic, pre-
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oedipal stages of psychic development (Alford, 1987: 4). On this account neurosis 

comes to be seen as a “deviation from the model of the language game of 

communicative action, in which motives of action and linguistically expressed 

intentions coincide.” (KHI: 226). When this occurs, when intentions and motives 

cannot find adequate public linguistic formulation or expression, they are said to 

become “split-off’ from the rest of the personality, forming a sort of private 

language. The goal of therapy is then simply to render public and transparent what 

has become private and opaque, by finding the appropriate linguistic expression for 

the split-off motives.

While the emphasis on psychoanalysis wanes increasingly throughout the 

course of Habermas’s subsequent writings, the influence of Lorenzer’s Freud is 

clearly present in the framing of stage 7; and when Benhabib states: “In that we can 

name what drives and motivates us, we are closer to freeing ourselves of its power 

over us” (Benhabib, 1986: 333), she is demonstrating her allegiance to this “depth 

hermeneutic” account of the self and its pathologies. It is in this way that self- 

actualisation seems to become synonymous with a state of utter self-transparency, 

whereby “false” needs are simply those needs that resist verbalisation and 

communicative articulation (1986: 338). Moreover, it should be noted that a residual 

Kantianism persists to the extent that feelings, drives and desires - the things that 

make up the dark recesses of the Id - are still seen negatively, as things to be 

stoically mastered, “freed from”, and/or rationalised; rather than, for example, 

revelled in, surrendered to, satisfied, or probed and pondered over for their world- 

disclosive potential.

Nevertheless, Benhabib still thinks she discerns in the dual perspective opened 

up by Habermas’s tentative exploration of stage 7, the contours of a convergence 

between the concerns of justice, and those of happiness which, in turn, is thought to 

enable the political-theoretical conceptualisation of a (Hegelian) community of needs 

and solidarity alongside a (Kantian) community of rights and entitlements. The 

community of needs and solidarity is one where need interpretations become the 

object of universal discourses in the same way that claims to justice did and do in the 

Kantian community of rights (1986: 336), and it is only when this occurs, that the 

utopian possibilities within the present may be released and existing society 

transfigured.
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Benhabib (1986: 339) thinks that Habermas almost gets this, only something 

stands in the way of him taking full advantage of it. That something is the priority 

he gives to the standpoint of Mead’s generalised other, bringing that standpoint into 

too close an identity with morality per se. Mead (1934: 156) constructed the 

standpoint of the generalized other as an abstraction signifying the sum of societal 

rules or norms governing any given domain of human social interaction. The 

standpoint was said to be acquired first in play when the child learns the rules of the 

games s/he participates in, and comes to see his/her role from the perspective of the 

activity as a whole. Thus, the generalised other bears an obvious resemblance to the 

perspective of justice, of the community of rights and entitlements, and it is no 

coincidence that Mead further developed the notion under the influence of, and in 

relation to, Kant’s idea of the kingdom of ends (Mead, 1934: 379-89).

Benhabib (1986: 340-42) counters this bias in Habermas with the notion of the 

“concrete other”. Whereas the general other abstracts from individual differences in 

order to get at what is common amongst human beings qua rule-following, rights- 

endowed social participants, the concrete other aims to express what is unique in the 

individual taking in personal biographies and differential affective-emotional 

constitutions. While the perspective of the general other is governed by the norms of 

complementarity and reciprocity, that of the concrete other is said to be governed by 

the norms of solidarity, friendship, love and care (1986: 341). Finally, it is only 

when the perspective of the general other is supplemented by that of the concrete 

other that we can fully comprehend the utopian vision of a society of needs and 

solidarity intimated by Habermas’s stage 7:

“In late-capitalist societies, emancipation does not mean alone ‘the 

democratisation of administrative decision-making processes,’ but the 

formation of communities of need and solidarity in the interstices of our 

societies. Such utopia is no longer utopian, for it is not a mere beyond. It is the 

negation of the existent in the name of a future that bursts open the possibilities 

of the present.” (1986:353).
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4.1.4

Evaluating Benhabib’s Communicative Utopianism.

While Benhabib is not too forthcoming with concrete details here, the ideas of 

the concrete other and of communities of need and solidarity are certainly interesting 

and potentially very fertile, and she is right to point to their absence in Habermas’s 

thought. She also appreciates much more than Habermas appears to the experiential 

dimension to emancipatory politics, noting how collectivities of solidarity and 

friendship are born out of struggle rather than out of transcendental reflections upon 

the presuppositions of language (1986: 352). This is welcome. Our objection will 

be to none of this in principle. The problem is that Benhabib a) does not go far 

enough here, and b) makes things too easy on herself by seeming to suppose that the 

concrete other can simply be conjured into existence while maintaining a 

commitment to the tenets of a modern liberal capitalist society that are responsible 

for precluding the possibility of concrete others in the first place.

This is a point discerned by J. M. Bernstein (1995) in his Adomian critique of 

Benhabib. He points precisely to the tension that arises when one proposes a 

community of universalisable needs and solidarity as a political project while 

accepting the basic Weberian idea of the separation of spheres, a separation which 

ensures that needs remain a privatised affair. The same thesis can of course be read 

in Kantian terms as the separation of truth, morality and taste to which Kant devoted 

his three Critiques and which underpins the institutional life of modernity. This is to 

say that the liberal polity - the post-conventional community of rights and 

entitlements - and the juridical and moral individualism that informs it, are only 

made possible by excluding the question of needs and of meaning from public 

political discourse. This is what makes the liberal polity liberal, and morality - on a 

neo-Kantian view - morality.

As Bernstein states, “Indeed the perspective of morality requires that we do not 

think of need interpretations universalistically. What presumptively grounds the 

moral - entails that need interpretations are not universalisable in the same sense.” 

(Bernstein, 1995: 152). Of course, this is because the Kantian moral point of view 

represents a negative and critical constraint on what can be rationally willed, 

whereas a standpoint of universalisable needs - the standpoint of the concrete other - 

represents a positive, substantive, and not a negative or formal criterion. In short, the
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positions of the general and the concrete appear to contradict one another in 

Benhabib, and as long as procedural reason prevails as the defining form of reason in 

modernity, the politicisation of desire or of need must be thought to be structurally 

prohibited.

The point behind Adorno’s Minima Moralia was that no stable vantage point 

was conceivable under modern conditions within which the concrete other might 

flourish, or even be conceived, due to the damage wrought by the separation of 

spheres, and the all-pervasive impact of cold, bureaucratic, bourgeois reason: 

“Wrong life”, Adorno says, “cannot be lived rightly” (Adorno, 2005: 39). Bernstein 

echoes this when he reminds us that we cannot simply assume that the standpoint of 

the concrete other lies ready and waiting in a pure, untainted form, to supplement, or 

be synthesised with, that of the generalised other:

“Benhabib cannot both equate communicative rationality with bourgeois 

formality, bemoaning it for its formality, claim there has been an exclusion or 

suppression of the position of the concrete others and universalisable need 

interpretations..., and assert that what has been excluded and dominated is 

there, well-formed and ready to supplement the perspective of the generalised 

other. This is simply to ignore all the categorial issues, the problems of sphere 

differentiation, that her analysis implies.” (Bernstein, 1995: 153).

And,

“without decrying the virtues of love or sharing, we need to assert that these are 

not universal virtues that have remained untouched by the formations and 

deformations of capital expansion and such like; and hence that the hard 

(difficult/aporetic/critical) political love required by the standpoint of the 

concrete other as transfigured, its notion of communication, is quite unlike the 

privatized/domesticated/fetishised love of our present.” (1995: 154).

As Bernstein suggests, it is the diremptive tendencies of modernity that are 

responsible for forcing need-interpretations out of public political discourse in the 

first place, and into the aesthetic realm, which comes to be directed by its own 

autonomous logic. And it was Adorno’s acute awareness of this and especially the
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marked immorality and irrationality involved in the exclusion of needs from 

bourgeois morality and reason, that led him to focus on art as a privileged object of 

critique (Bernstein, 1995: 148). Art preserves the memory or residue of the concrete 

other, and as such, we can see Adorno’s preoccupation here as profoundly political. 

Benhabib’s indictment of Adorno’s supposed fleeing into the non-discursive, non- 

cognitive, non-moral and apolitical sphere of aesthetics, overlooks the dialectical 

insight that it is precisely the separation of aesthetics and politics, morality and 

ethics, that motivates Adorno’s critical project.

In the idea of the “negation of the existent in the name of a [possible] future” 

and in the identification of negation with the utopian moment of critical theory, 

Benhabib’s position appears to resonate with that of Negative Dialectics (1973). 

Again, this is welcome. But she remains under the influence of Habermas’s 

interpretation of dialectics from Hegel to Adorno (that it is bound up with a 

philosophy of the subject and has authoritarian implications), as well as his dualistic 

systems-theoretic account of modernity. As a result, she does not share Adorno’s 

dialectical sensitivities to the problems facing the attempt to offer an account of the 

good or emancipation (even a formal one such as Benhabib’s) from within the 

perspective of the fractured life of capitalist modernity. Nor can her critical theory 

penetrate as deeply as Adorno’s into the sources of that fractured nature. 

Consequently, we may say that she seems overly optimistic about the possibilities 

for radical socio-political transformation; or perhaps this can be seen rather as a 

jettisoning of the original impulse of radical transformation in favour of something 

more piecemeal and conciliatory, placing her faith seemingly in nothing more than 

the identity politics of new social movements (Benhabib, 1986: 352). This seems, 

ultimately, to endorse the very fractures that Adorno and Hegel sought to challenge.

i) Some problems in Benhabib’s Analytical Framework.

Despite some intimations towards a more dialectical position, then, Benhabib 

cannot take this far enough. In most cases this seems to be because she too closely 

follows Habermas’s fetish for typological reasoning, in which every little aspect has 

its box or category. This is the Kantian understanding (as opposed to Hegelian 

speculative reasoning) at work in all its diligent, analytical abstractness. Thus, the 

dualisms between work and interaction, understanding and self-expression,
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communicative and teleological action, system and lifeworld, all appear to gain 

endorsement by Benhabib (1986: 137/8; 230-2). For example, Benhabib critiques 

Hegel and Marx for their “expressivist” concept of action, its being tied to some 

notion of self-realisation, and counters this with the ideas of mutual understanding 

and consensus taken from Habermas’s communicative paradigm (1986: 134; 277). 

If we think back for a moment to one of Hegel’s critiques of Kant’s notion of action 

in the first Chapter (§1.2.3), there Hegel pointed out that the divorcing of the moral 

act from questions of happiness and self-realisation faltered at the moment of the 

actualization of the act (as opposed to the theoretical standpoint of pure duty) 

because at this moment we recognise that all acts, moral and otherwise, actualise or 

realise the purposes of the person who acts. The satisfaction that follows this “self- 

actualisation” is internally related to the concept of action itself. Thus no rigid 

separation between self-realisation and morality could be upheld. But in her 

critiques of Hegel and Marx, for their alleged expressivism, Benhabib assumes 

precisely this: that self-expression is on one side of an abstract divide and morality - 

thought of now as communication oriented to consensus - on another.

A similar analysis applies to her treatment of labour and interaction, and the 

concepts of system and lifeworld. Again, she criticises Hegel and Marx for reducing 

transformative politics to labour and would rather see emancipation as lying in the 

domain of consensual interaction. This follows Habermas’s line very closely. But 

this is not only in danger of overlooking the extent to which work is already 

interaction, but it too easily concedes work to an instrumentalist paradigm, or allows 

work to fall outside of the critical-theoretical purview. If Marx was guilty of 

overplaying the significance of work, then Habermas and Benhabib are in danger of 

reducing its critical significance to zero. This can only be a bad thing given that a 

great deal of the world’s population still suffers severe exploitation and alienation in 

relation to work.

These points appear to challenge the communicative paradigm and the rooting 

of critical theory in the concept of consent alone, a notion which, in turn, more often 

suggests a Kantian and thus overly rationalist account of autonomy. Benhabib 

(1986: 93) clearly states her commitment to such principles, and, as we have noted, 

endorses the normative content of (U) and (D). But the exclusive focus on consent 

seems to leave aside the question of the moral quality of the actions and purposes 

over which consent is sought, not to mention the moral-epistemic abilities of agents
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that first allow one to see or recognise a moral problem as a moral problem in the 

first place. It also suggests an overly simplistic, liberal-individualist understanding 

of acts and their consequences, as if we could quantify in advance, through some 

simple calculus procedure, all those who stand to be effected, or the true scope of the 

consequences involved.

Who are we to consider amongst those affected by the 2003 decision of the 

then US Administration to invade Iraq? Only Iraqis; Iraqis and near neighbours; 

Iraqis, near neighbours and Americans; or the world as a whole? The fact that the 

action has had global repercussions would seem to suggest the world as a whole. We 

might ask a similar question of the decision of the US Government to set up Camp 

X-Ray, or in fact to any domestic or foreign policy decision the US Government (or 

any Government for that matter) has taken to the extent that it has repercussions on, 

influences, or sets a precedent for other people around the world. In today’s world 

even the smallest and most locally based decisions and actions can be seen to have 

global repercussions far beyond their point of origin, which are unpredictable and 

probably can never be assessed to a remotely adequate degree. In such 

circumstances the ideal of universal consensus appears hopelessly rationalistic, not 

to say undesirable.

Furthermore, we could extend Wamke’s hermeneutic point that we considered 

in the last chapter regarding Habermas’s principles of relevance and proportionality 

being rooted in prior hermeneutic standpoints. Thus, the very assessment of those 

affected by a norm will often be determined or conditioned by one’s ideological 

biases. The liberal-individualist assumption underpinning the move towards 

university fees in the UK, for example, is that the consequences and side-effects of 

the failure to obtain a higher education are ones which impact only the fee-paying 

individual, rather than society at large. But, from another perspective, it might seem 

clear that society at large benefits from having well qualified professionals and a 

cultivated citizenry. Can a neo-Kantian notion of consent, based as it is on an 

individualist notion of the act and its consequences, take account of such wide-scale 

socio-cultural phenomena and public goods?

It is these and similar problems that lead J. M. Bernstein to resist the 

communicative paradigm in favour of Hegel’s notion of die Sache selbst (the real 

thing) and Adorno’s aesthetic and dialectical approach (Bernstein, 1995: 153/4). 

This is not because consent is not important, but merely because consent is not
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everything in a critical theory of society. So, Benhabib calls for a renewed 

appreciation of concrete otherness, but such an appreciation does not itself come by 

way of consensus but by a prior aesthetically and ethically attuned act of recognition.

Section 2.

Minding the Gap: Cooke’s Almost Dialectical Approach.

4.2.1
Introduction.

In the previous section we looked at one important attempt to develop 

Habermas’s critical theory in a slightly different and moderately less Kantian 

direction. In this section we will look at another such attempt - that provided by 

Maeve Cooke in her most recent work Re-Presenting the Good Society (2006). Like 

Benhabib, Cooke has been strongly influenced by Habermas’s thought and remains 

committed to many of its basic principles and guiding ideas. But, again like 

Benhabib, she has not appropriated Habermas in a wholly uncritical fashion. In a 

somewhat different respect to Benhabib however, whose discussion has largely 

remained within the Frankfurt School paradigm, Cooke’s attempt to critically 

develop Habermas’s thought takes place through an engagement with a broader 

variety of thinkers, both within and outside the Frankfurt tradition. This makes for a 

lively and interesting contribution leading to some quite original conclusions. 

However, as with Benhabib, while some of Cooke’s recommendations involve 

departures from Kantianism and gestures towards Hegel, Cooke seems unwilling or 

unable to make a full transition due to deep lying commitments. We will provide an 

overview of the central features of Cooke’s position before coming to critique it.

4.2.2
Immanence/Transcendence.

Cooke’s departure from a standard Kantian/Habermassian paradigm is 

indicated in the title of her work (“the Good Society”) followed by her expanded 

definition of critical theory in the opening pages as encompassing “any mode of
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ethically oriented reflection that looks critically at the social arrangements from the 

point of view of the obstacles they present to human flourishing” (2006: 7). 

Bringing explicitly into play the idea of the good society, and the notion of human 

flourishing, has a distinctively Aristotelian ring about it, immediately signifying a 

concern for substance over and above Kantian formalism. But Cooke wants to 

develop such notions in a manner which remains acutely sensitive to what she sees 

as the dangers of both ethical and epistemological authoritarianism and, to this end, 

by maintaining a correlative commitment, albeit qualified, to Kantian autonomy and 

Habermassian proceduralism.

Cooke develops her thesis around the central dichotomy of immanence and 

transcendence. Her basic argument is that the failures of all forms of critical theory 

hitherto constitute a failure to negotiate these competing ideals successfully. The 

principle of immanence (at least on Cooke’s rendering) is that of “situated reason”2 

that places the principle of rational, individual autonomy at its core. By autonomy 

Cooke means the “freedom to form and pursue [one’s] conception of the good on the 

basis of reasons [one] can call [one’s] own” (2006: 17). Thus, non-authoritarian 

critical theory must take off from the intuitions and expectations of its addressees 

whilst proposals for social and political transformation should be tied to the 

deliberative and rational decision making processes of all those involved - a clear 

Habermassian position.

However, for critique to get beyond the conventional “we”, to permit its 

applicability trans-contextually, and to see paradigm shifts or social transformation 

as rationally motivated, rather than arbitrary or power based, the commitment to 

situated reason must coexist with a pari pasu commitment to some notion of context- 

transcending validity. The problem with a theoretical approach that rejects the 

moment of transcendence is that it has no rational means for moving beyond the 

present and must always therefore tend towards endorsing, implicitly or explicitly, 

one or another form of decisionism. To be precise, without a notion of context- 

transcendence, Cooke believes critical theory can have nothing to say about the 

emergence of new ideas or new ethical problems, technological or ecological 

developments, or could not engage with other cultures or other periods in history 

(2006: 26). Thus, whereas immanence without sufficient transcendence is seen to

2 "Situated reason" is one of the four themes that Habermas identifies in Post Metaphysical Thinking 
with modern thought. See Habermas (1992).
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result in a self-defeating contextualism, transcendence without sufficient immanence 

leads invariably to one or another form of authoritarianism. People like Rorty and 

Butler are seen to exemplify an immanence without transcendence, while it is Marx, 

Adorno and Negri who fall into the competing camp, with Laclau, Habermas and 

Honneth falling somewhere in between.

4.2.3

Butler, Immanence and Transcendence.

Now, Cooke thinks that what those who reject the ideal of transcendence have 

in common are bad accounts of the criteria necessary to sustain sufficient context 

transcendence. Such accounts usually operate with an inflated or exaggerated notion 

of what transcendence involves which leads them to reject it as a critical principle 

altogether. Cooke wants to argue that some notion of transcendence is ineliminable 

from critical theory and so any attempt to avoid it will end up reproducing it in 

unconscious and uncritical ways. Part of her always subtle strategy will be to reveal 

the often suppressed transcendent moment, and part will be aimed at reconstructing 

an explicit notion of transcendence that is able to meet all the concerns of those who 

would otherwise be hostile to it.

For reasons of space we will not consider all the thinkers that Cooke engages 

with but only those necessary to gain a sufficient understanding of her argument. 

Beginning with Butler, Butler, like most post-structuralists, and in alignment with 

Hegel contra Kant, holds to a view of identity (of both selves and conceptual 

formations) as radically incomplete. Partly, this is because Butler holds a view of 

social and political reality as being ceaselessly in flux, whereby any attempt to bring 

closure to any particular field of meaning, as occurs with the drive towards identity, 

will end up being oppressive and exclusionary. As Cooke says, on this account: “no 

conception of universality eliminates particularity, no conception of democracy gives 

equal power to all citizens, and no conception of freedom puts an end to oppression” 

(2006: 79). Consequently, for Butler, the objective of critique involves unmasking 

and contesting forced, ideologically motivated closures of inherently fluid and open- 

ended realities, such as social and political identities, or emphatic normative 

concepts. In order to maintain the gap between them, constant contestation and 

criticism, as opposed to agreement and idealised consensus, is required to disturb
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prevailing normative orders and reveal their contingent origins.

As Cooke (2006: 76-82) notes, Butler’s preferred model for achieving this is 

not, as with Habermas, discursive reasoning or rational deliberation, as these are 

seen as symptoms of an oppressive form of reason which seeks to subsume 

particulars under pre-existing ideologically-charged universals. Rather, the aesthetic 

and somatic dimensions of resistance are emphasised. Again, in opposition to 

Habermas whose preferred methodological procedure is the reconstruction of tacit 

skills and intuitions, Butler proposes forms of radical re-translation or “re-staging”. 

Drawing on the templates provided by post-colonial writers these forms of re

translation are applied in two ways: on the one hand to dominant discourses in order 

to challenge, disturb or displace them; on the other, to oppressed discourses in order 

to give them voice.

As Cooke makes clear, the post-structuralist emphasis on fluidity and flux, and 

the significance given to the somatic dimensions of experience, have tended to lead 

to a rejection of perceived liberal-rationalist tenets such as autonomous agency and 

justification through rational argumentation, as well as an avoidance of ethical 

universalism and an evasion of questions of context-transcending validity. Despite 

this, Cooke discerns in thinkers such as Butler a tacit dependency on both immanent 

and transcendent moments as Cooke has framed them. In the first case, Butler is 

seen to make clear gestures towards both ethical and epistemological anti

authoritarianism through a deliberate policy of moving within the “evaluative 

horizon of Western modernity”, by practising a form of “immanent critique... that 

[is] supposed to resonate intellectually and affectively with the subjectivities of its 

addressees” (2006: 77), and by adherence to the idea of an ineliminable gap between 

concepts and what they strive to express.

Secondly, Cooke (2006: 79) points out that Butler is keen on invoking the 

figure of Antigone as the personification of resistance to established normative 

orders. However, the appeal to Antigone can only really have force, Cooke thinks, if 

the types of change for which she is being held responsible are seen to be 

progressive or “better” and not arbitrary or power-based. Thus, Butler’s paradigm is 

seen to contain an implicit normativism that tacitly construes certain types of change 

as better or worse (better includes more inclusive, more dynamic, democratic, etc.), 

without ever thematising the normative criteria she is operating with. The same 

issue arises in respect of her model of translation, for Butler endorses a specific kind
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of translation (that which “restages” universality and gives voice to the oppressed) 

thereby betraying an implicit moral prescriptivism. The problem with such 

approaches that appear simultaneously to disavow and depend on context- 

transcending criteria is that they invite a form of radical contextualism that reduces 

politics and morality to one or another version of decisionism. Particularly, they are 

continually vulnerable to the charge of arbitrariness and of rendering ethical progress 

in principle impossible.

Cooke (2006: 83) thinks that reflection upon such inconsistencies lends 

support to her model of critical theory, a model which consists of a robust notion of 

context-transcendence but which meets the non-authoritarian requirements of 

situated rationality. Part of the problem with the principle of transcendence for 

people like Butler, as we have noted, is that its use suggests ideas of an a-historical 

“God’s-eye view”, a presumed access to which would give the theorist a privileged, 

foundational position from which to make authoritative and universally binding 

judgments about the type of society we ought to live in. From this perspective, 

principles that Butler champions, such as difference, disagreement and indeed 

democracy, may appear to be superfluous, for a God’s-eye view cuts across them all.

To be sure, Cooke (2006: 6, 11) sees evidence for believing that contemporary 

suspicions over authoritarianism are not wholly misplaced in the likes of Marx, 

Lukacs, or the first generation Frankfurt School. These thinkers are said to have 

propounded notions of transcendence that were underwritten by deterministically 

conceived philosophies of history, the deciphering of which was to be undertaken by 

agents deemed to have privileged epistemic access, such as the working class, the 

party, or the intellectual. In all cases this approach is thought to downplay or 

preclude plurality and difference, to overlook the normative status and contestable 

nature of their validity claims, and to pay insufficient attention to the need for 

justification. It is this, Cooke thinks, that allows these thinkers to succumb to a 

fundamentally undemocratic mode of thought which is no longer congruent with 

contemporary democratic intuitions.

Indeed, Habermas himself can be seen to fall foul here, despite his otherwise 

irreproachable anti-authoritarian credentials as Cooke would see it, for Habermas is 

insufficiently historicist regarding the normative content of ideal speech, concealing 

cultural content as pragmatic presupposition. We have already noted this at an 

earlier stage of our argument (§3.2.5). Benhabib was seen to raise the same point
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and here Cooke follows suit, at least to some extent. She (2006: 52) discerns that, at 

most, the assumptions that participants in speech are motivated to find a single right 

answer, or to adopt positions on the basis of the “better argument”, may be universal, 

but that most of the other assumptions built into ideal speech, such as equality or 

inclusiveness, should not.3 This is unfortunate because Cooke sees it as one of the 

unique strengths of “left-Hegelian”4 theory to perceive a need to do justice both to 

immanence and transcendence. It is no surprise then that Cooke’s proposed solution 

should seek to take off from Habermas.

4.2.4

Habermas, Truth and Justification.

Habermas’s attempt to do justice to the principle of immanence can be seen 

through his tying of the critical-theoretical perspective to the intuitions of ordinary 

people engaged in every day speech, and through his commitment to the ideals of 

maximum inclusiveness and agreement. Yet Habermas is also concerned to 

transcend this and generate a normative framework that permits universal moral 

judgments to be made. This manifests in the idealisation of mundane intuitions 

yielding universal principles of respect, equality and “fairness”, and through the 

ideal of perfect communicative transparency. Hence, by claiming to derive such 

principles from already existing, although tacit, commitments, Habermas is trying to 

provide a critical theory that enjoys the advantages of context-transcendence, that 

underwrites the possibility of rational progress, while avoiding the charge of ethical 

and epistemological authoritarianism.

Cooke’s main problem with Habermas here is that he does not allow for a 

sufficiently dynamic relationship between the two poles, which results from an 

identification, in the last instance, of transcendence with agreement. By so doing, 

Habermas, in effect, hypostatises agreement, closes the gap between transcendence 

and immanence, and consequently surrenders a perspective from which existing 

agreements can be challenged or contested. This criticism is internally related to the 

one noted above regarding a-historicism, for it is the transcendental positing of the 

conditions of discourse as facts of communicative reason, rather than historical

3 We might question why all of Habermas's normative principle should not be historicised.
4 "left Hegelian" refers here, broadly, to the Frankfurt School.
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achievements, that precludes any gap from being maintained between agreements 

and the transcendent object that agreements attempts to capture.

Now Habermas became aware of this difficulty because this aspect of his work 

came under heavy attack from some of his closest followers, notably Albrecht 

Wellmer (2000) and Christina Lafont (1995). This attack focused specifically on 

Habermas’s concept of truth and precipitated an interesting change in Habermas’s 

most recent thought, away from a consensus theory, to a quasi-realist one5. Cooke 

picks up on this shift and attempts to leverage off it in order to provide a re-worked 

relationship between transcendence and immanence, or as Habermas refers to these 

terms in his later work, truth and justification. It will be useful to take a brief look at 

this in order to better appreciate the progression of Cooke’s argument.

Habermas’s early position on the question of truth constituted what is 

generally referred to as an “epistemic” theory. Without getting too deeply into the 

complexities of this area, it is safe to say that in Habermas’s case, following Peirce, 

this amounted to an identification of truth with rational acceptability, i.e. truth was 

whatever would be accepted under ideal conditions (Habermas, 1995: 136/7). 

Epistemic theories of truth are often motivated by an antipathy towards, or a 

suspicion of, metaphysically “heavy” accounts of truth that posit a one-to-one 

correspondence between reality and language. The problem with this, as seen from 

the critic’s point of view, is that the ability to ascertain precisely when the 

correspondence conditions have been satisfied seems to presuppose a position 

outside of language - the God’s-eye point of view - from which that matter could be 

assessed (Lafont, 1995: 99). We know that Habermas vehemently opposes such a 

God’s-eye standpoint.6 But the problem is, conflating truth with idealised consensus 

not only precludes a God’s-eye standpoint but also appears to preclude any 

consensus-transcendent standpoint Uberhaupt.

Lafont (1995: 99) pointed out that epistemic theories which often arise, like 

Habermas’s earlier account, as a response to the dilemmas perceived to pertain to 

non-epistemic, realist theories, simply generate their own pari pasu dilemmas. Thus, 

the problem with idealised consensus is that it simply reiterates the problem of the 

naive realist position at a higher level. So, in order to know whether a given 

agreement at any time constitutes an ideal agreement, it would seem to presuppose

5 Habermas has referred to this new position as "weak naturalism" (Habermas, 2003: 22).
6 He reiterates this at Habermas, 2002: 216
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the same kind of God’s-eye point of view from which the comparison could be 

made. In short, one could never know at any given time whether one had attained 

the position of ideal speech or not, without getting outside of speech. For Lafont, 

this was both counter-intuitive and antifallibilist: counter-intuitive, as it contradicts 

the everyday intuition that truth is something that exceeds any given agreement; 

antifallibilist, because it contradicts the notion that existing knowledge is always 

open to revision - no matter how idealised (Lafont, 1995: 101).

Wellmer (2000: Ch.5, esp. 137-41) made a similar criticism and went a little 

further. He pointed out that the ideal-speech situation is paradoxical because it 

negates its own conditions of possibility. That is, ideal speech which aspires to 

perfect transparency and total knowledge in fact aspires to bring into existence a 

state of affairs that would not only render communication no longer necessary, but 

represent the end of human life as we know it, making the ideal not only impossible 

but undesirable too:

“... insofar as the idea of an ideal communication community implies a 

negation of the conditions of finite human communication, it implies a negation 

of the natural and historical conditions of human life, of human finitude” 

(2000: 141).

Wellmer credits this insight originally to Nietzsche. In fact both these 

criticisms, Lafont’s and Wellmer’s, are prefigured in Hegel’s critique of Kant. The 

first is a version of Hegel’s critique of the reiterative problems associated with 

Kant’s anti-realism (§1.2.1); the second is essentially the same as Hegel’s critique of 

the Kantian bad infinite (§1.2.3).

Nonetheless, Habermas heeded these criticisms and adopted a version of a 

non-epistemic theory of truth which he has referred to as “weak naturalism” (2003: 

22) and pragmatic realism. The details of this account are somewhat confusing, 

mainly because in constructing it he draws upon works by Putnam at various stages 

of his (Putnam’s) career. But Putnam’s “realism” has undergone at least three major 

revisions, each stage being largely incompatible with the succeeding one (Norris, 

2002). What is clear, however, is that Habermas has now come to accept a 

categorial distinction between truth and justification. Truth is now said to provide “a 

justification-transcendent point of reference for discursively thematised truth claims
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(2003: 39).
Now from Cooke’s perspective this represents an important advance because it 

institutes the all important gap - the “constitutive inadequacy” between the validity 

content of any particular representation of truth and truth itself (2006: 110). It is this 

gap that allows us to challenge the status quo, preventing us from falling foul of the 

temptation to hypostatise existing historically and culturally bound agreements into 

timeless truths. The main problem, for Cooke, is that Habermas refuses to make a 

similar move vis-a-vis practical reason. With regards to moral and political concepts 

such as justice or equality Habermas wants to retain the notion of truth as idealised 

consensus, which means that there is no basis here for the kind of gap that Cooke 

requires. It is at this point then that Cooke thinks it necessary to go outside of 

Habermas’s paradigm and to incorporate ideas taken from elsewhere. One important 

source is the work of Ernesto Laclau.

4.2.4

Laclau and the Critical Role of Representations.

Laclau, like Butler, has been quite strongly influenced by post-structuralism. 

But he comes in for more favourable treatment by Cooke for important reasons. 

These reasons begin to appear, we are told (2006: 85), when Laclau departs from his 

earlier Derridean account of identity and appropriates ideas from Lacan. Like 

Butler, Laclau sees negativity at the heart of identity, and conceives politics in terms 

of antagonism. But he differs from Butler in harbouring a much more pronounced 

sensitivity to the problems associated with radical contextualism and for this reason 

achieves a more explicit recognition of the role of transcendence in critical thought. 

The basis for this recognition is provided by Lacan’s notion of the Real. As Cooke 

states it (2006: 85), the Real represents for Lacan a primordial constitutive absence at 

the heart of all positive being which positive being is driven to overcome by way of a 

desire for totality or fullness . Totality in this case is read as a transcendent ethical 

object which the subject is metaphysically programmed to strive to achieve. 

However, because of the fact of human fmitude this striving can only ever result in 

failure, so the transcendent object becomes conceived as at once both necessary and 

impossible for the desiring subject. However, despite this constitutive failure, the 

striving will always generate images or representations of the transcendent object
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which act as a sort of surrogate for it, and these are seen to play a vital role in social 

and political life.

Laclau is seen to take these ideas up and make them the basis of his later 

critical theory. Thus, representations may constitute particular “hegemonic 

formations” aspiring to totality, what Laclau calls “the fullness of society” (2005:

87) . Because representations are essentially conceptual mediations between 

particularity and universality we must give up the idea of trying to access the 

transcendent object immediately: representations are constitutively inadequate to 

their object. In this way, an unbridgeable gap is instituted which permits hegemonic 

oppression or premature ideological closures to be challenged.

Cooke likes this idea because it is seen to open up a dynamic and dialectical 

relationship between universal and particular aspects of identity formation and 

allows for some idea of context-transcendence that is ethical but non-authoritarian. 

Moreover, the firm figuring of desire in this account seems to answer a major lacuna 

of much post-structuralist thought, and that of Habermas too, concerning the idea of 

intentional agency, and especially ethical agency. This component of desire means 

that representations of the transcendent ethical object, of the good society, will 

always be affectively imbued. Referring to Sorefs theory of myth Cooke suggests 

that they might be said to constitute “warmly-coloured images” which “excite the 

political imagination” motivating it toward the transcendence of the given (2006:

88) .

However, Cooke believes that Laclau's use of the notion of transcendence is 

not consistent and is under-theorised. Specifically he does little to illuminate the 

precise relation between the transcendent ethical object and particular 

representations of it, and leaves the transcendent ethical object itself blank, 

conceiving of it as an “empty place” (2006: 86). To be sure, Laclau attacks merely 

conventionalist or power based accounts of political struggle and believes that 

particular hegemonic representations and struggles are invested with an ethical 

quality. But his conceiving of the transcendent object as an “empty place” leads him 

to be silent on what it is that is responsible for underwriting that ethical investment. 

Thus, his account is threatened by the conventionalism and ethical arbitrariness that 

Cooke thinks he initially sought to avoid: he is ultimately unable to provide any 

coherent grounds for differentiating an ethical from an unethical exercise of agency, 

in which case the notion of the transcendent ethical object becomes otiose:
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“On the one hand, since the transcendent ethical object is deemed to have no 

ethical content, it can offer no guidance as to how the claims to universality 

raised by particular political representations can be ethically evaluated. On the 

other hand, the hegemonic construction of a political representation cannot be 

ethically arbitrary; otherwise his reference to “ethical investment” would make 

no sense; moreover, he could have no non-strategic, non-decisionistic reasons 

for advocating (some version of) liberal democracy rather than a fascist 

democratic regime” (2006: 93).

Laclau’s position appears to suggest, then, that either we keep the signified 

transcendent empty, or we succumb to ideological closure. But this is precisely the 

dichotomy that Cooke wants to resist. In order to do so she (2006: 116/7) 

differentiates between two forms of ideological closure, a bad form and a good form. 

In brief, a bad form of ideological closure is uncritical and unreflexive about its 

underlying ideological commitments; a good form is perfectly aware of the 

constitutive inadequacy to what they represent and openly invites them to be tested 

and challenged. Now, Laclau is seen to assume that if the constitutive inadequacy of 

representations and hegemonic formations are seen for what they are, in effect, 

“fictions”, as Cooke is enjoining us to, this would lead to a break-down in their 

motivational capacity and possibly induce an existential trauma regarding the 

meaningless of life (2006: 116). However, this depressing state of affairs results 

because Laclau conceives of the transcendent object as an empty place and under

theorises the nature of it to its particular representations. Cooke, on the other hand, 

believes that the transcendent object is not an empty place, and this ensures that our 

representations of it are cognitive and corrigible, i.e. fictions but, presumably, never 

purely fictions. This, in turn, allows her to frame a notion of the relationship of 

particular representation to transcendent object which is ethically variable, which 

means that shifts in either the structure or content of representations may be seen as 

progressive or regressive to the extent that they come closer to their respective 

transcendent objects (2006: 93).

However, so far, the claim that the transcendent object is not an empty place 

seems little more than an assumption. In order to demonstrate that political 

representations contain corrigible cognitive content and can attain greater or lesser
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degrees of verisimilitude, more flesh would need to be put on the bones of this idea. 

One step in this direction involves specifying the precise functions that political 

representations are seen as fulfilling.

Cooke divides their functions up into two: ethical disclosure and ethical 

orientation. By ethical disclosure she means the capacity of affectively imbued 

representations to reveal or illuminate ethical meaning and to allow us to “experience 

the power of that object” (2006: 121). By ethical orientation she ostensibly means 

the capacity of a representation to project an idea of the good society by which we 

can orient our lives, through a discursive interrogation of the representation’s 

cognitive content. Describing these functions thus allows Cooke to see the ethically 

variable validity content of representations as turning upon their capacities both a) to 

disclose the transcendent object more powerfully and b) to provide better ethical 

orientation than rival representations.

Taken alone, disclosure is said to be able to reveal only a nebulous and not 

very determinate something. Invoking Adorno, Cooke acknowledges that the 

transcendent object may always remain ultimately “cloaked in black” yielding 

merely “glimpses of the spectre of truth... less a revelation of content and more the 

feeling that there is such an object” (2006: 122). Or, following Taylor, disclosure 

may come in the form of “epiphanies”, “fleeting experiences in which the possibility 

of completeness is present for a moment”. The medium of such disclosure may be 

verbal (perhaps poetry or literature) or non-verbal (music or painting), incorporating 

both aesthetic and religious experiences. It is because of its dark, nebulous nature 

that this form of experience is said to require rendering into a discursive form, which 

can then be inter-subjectively tested for its validity basis. Without this, it is deemed 

always to be in danger of slipping into authoritarianism. The function of orientation 

is thought to be suited precisely for avoiding this as it is seen to generate more 

determinate images of the transcendent object which may then be discursively 

assessed:

“if particular ideas of the good society did not take the form of more or less 

determinate pictures of social order whose claims to validity can be formulated 

as propositions, norms, or principles, they would not be open to argumentative 

forms of critical interrogation” (2006: 125).
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This particular delimitation of the functions of representations and the 

relationship seen to pertain between them is important, from our perspective, 

because it allows Cooke to maintain a rationalist bias in her thought by definitional 

fiat. The reason orientation is seen as suited to the purpose of rendering disclosed 

items of experience into discursive form is because Cooke builds into her definition 

of orientation from the start a normative notion of rational discourse. This leads her 

to privilege public processes of argumentation and rational justification as means for 

testing and vindicating the cognitive worth of items of experience, and as models of 

good critical theory. Thus there is more to her notion of orientation than mere 

orientation. That this is so is suggested by the fact that disclosure itself is also seen 

to orient, although the orientation it provides, without the additional orientation 

provided by orientation understood in Cooke’s own theoretically delimited sense, is 

said to remain merely non-discursive:

“For a painting or a piece of music might disclose the transcendent object (the 

universal, justice, the good society) powerfully, but in a way that cannot be 

captured in words and, hence, can neither be shared nor assessed discursively. 

This would suggest, in turn, that the ethical orientation it provides cannot be 

subjected to inter-subjective forms of criticism, opening it to charges of 

authoritarianism.” (2006: 121).

This is something we will return to.

4.2.5.

Transcendence as Pragmatic Presupposition and Autonomy as Dogmatic Core.

The question we have been considering is how Cooke is able to fill Laclau’s 

notion of the transcendent object with some determinacy so that it is not just an 

empty place, and is thereby able to ground trans-contextual critique. Understanding 

the precise functions that Cooke sees representations as playing gives us some idea 

of what it is that is to be measured if we are to determine a representation’s relative 

adequacy. But it still does not tell us how relative adequacy or validity is to be 

ascertained. However, an answer to such a question has already been anticipated. 

She tell us in parentheses on p. 18 that “it is a matter for practical deliberation among
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all concerned”, and her account of “situated rationality” and its centrality to critical 

theory has shown us that any proposed resolution of the problems of contemporary 

society must be acceptable to those involved on the basis of reasons they can call 

their own. In actual fact, and somewhat disappointingly, Cooke seems to arrive at 

her notion of transcendence by simply transposing to the practical domain what 

Habermas has been seen already to achieve in the theoretical domain, as presented in 

Truth and Justification (2003b). We might call this “idealised agreement-jp/Ms”; that 

is, idealised agreement plus the corresponding assumption of an ineliminable gap 

between the agreement and the object about which agreement is sought.

To be sure, Cooke modifies Habermas’s account in another way: by 

supplementing his preoccupation with rational argumentation as the sole means by 

which perceptions are seen to shift and agreements enacted, with ideas taken from 

Butler’s model of aesthetic and bodily intervention. But this sometimes appears 

little more than a concessionary gesture and rational argumentation still receives 

priority for providing ethical orientation and determining validity.

Thus, the element of transcendence that Cooke adds to Habermas appears to 

consist merely in the positing of the gap and the belief - or we might say, faith - that 

this posit is justified. Such faith finds precedent in Kant’s philosophy and provides 

the grounds for his belief in the primacy of practical reason and the possibility of 

freedom which we encountered in Chapter 1 (§1.1.5). That the transcendent object 

exists, and has content, this is nowhere shown. Her argument for the moment of 

transcendence in critical theory appears therefore to amount to this (2006: 148): if 

ethical and epistemological progress is to be deemed possible, if we are to believe 

that shifts in paradigms or social transformations are anything more than arbitrary or 

power-based, then context-transcendent criteria must exist - a transcendental 

pragmatic argument. Incidentally, Cooke is convinced that such progress is possible 

and actually occurs, which allows her to assert the falsity of the thesis that paradigms 

are ethically or epistemologically incommensurable (2000: 146). However, she 

appears not really to offer much by way of demonstration, or specify against what 

criteria progress is to be measured, other than in vaguely pragmatic terms. Thus, one 

representation is said to be more adequate than another if it can be seen to resolve 

certain problems that an alternative cannot, or by taking into account something 

excluded by another one, or by demonstrating a context in which the other is not 

sustainable (2006: 149). But could we not just as easily say that fascism resolves
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certain problems that liberal democracy cannot, such as providing one with a 

stronger sense of collective identity, countering cultural decadence and reigning in 

socially corrosive individualism, depending on one’s point of view? Similar 

responses could be provided to the other criteria she invokes.

Fascism is, however, clearly excluded by Cooke’s criteria of immanence', it 

clearly violates the principle of a non-authoritarian, situated rationality. Thus, it 

seems that the best part of the normative content of Cooke’s critical theory is 

actually provided by the principle of immanence, through the idea of situated 

rationality and especially through that notion’s internal connection to the concept of 

rational autonomy. To be sure, we could say that, as with Habermas, the concept of 

autonomy forms the “dogmatic core” of Cooke’s theory, for it is her extra-theoretical 

commitment to this ideal that appears to shape her entire argument. Thus, it will pay 

to inspect this notion a little more closely, remaining attentive to any Kantian bias 

which may be vulnerable to Hegelian-style dialectical critique.

Cooke breaks her concept of autonomy down into four constituent elements 

(2006: 134-43). The first element is the idea of strong evaluation, a concept derived 

originally from Harry Frankfurt via Charles Taylor, and which refers to the capacity 

to form one’s identity reflexively in relation to things that one values or cares about. 

This feature represents a genuine departure from most orthodox liberal accounts of 

autonomy because it puts a concern for the good at the centre of the capacity to act 

autonomously. To this extent, strong evaluation is more comfortable within a 

Hegelian frame than that of Kant for whom questions of the good are outside the 

sphere of freedom proper. This concern for the good also brings with it an added 

awareness of human dependency, and so receptivity is emphasised over, or at least as 

much as, Kantian voluntarism and law-giving. Moreover, on Cooke’s own expanded 

notion, this capacity for strong evaluation can also be seen to presuppose other 

capacities and conditions, psychological, social and material, such as an appropriate 

upbringing, a certain degree of flexibility and openness, responsiveness to others, 

food, clothing and shelter. It is this that is said to underlie the link between strong 

evaluation and the good, for if these conditions are not fulfilled, autonomy would 

lose its point (2006: 136/7).

The second aspect of autonomy is that of accountability by which Cooke 

means a “willingness and ability to take responsibility for one’s actions, beliefs, 

judgments, self-interpretations, in the sense of being able to explain and justify them
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to others.” (2006: 138). While this is said to include the principle of equal respect for 

all within its terms, it does not, pace Habermas, have to involve or imply the ideal of 

perfect transparency. Cooke is aware that the principle of rational accountability is 

often associated with tendencies of thought that gravitate towards so-called 

possessive individualism, right-wing notions of personal responsibility, and static, 

sovereign notions of the self. Cooke wants to counter these with the idea that 

reasons are “owed” (presumably to the community) rather than “owned” (by oneself) 

shifting the emphasis from “ownership of reasons” to “rational accountability”. 

This, in turn, sediments Habermassian-style processes of open-ended, inclusive, and 

public deliberation (2006: 141/2).

The third feature of autonomy is “independence”. Independence is defined as:

“the capacity to engage with [one’s] surroundings, with other subjects, and 

with [one’s] own self-interpretations and life history, in a receptive, flexible, 

open-minded, sensitive and imaginative way without undue reliance on the 

opinion of others.” (2006: 142).

Independence is deemed necessary in order to guard against the possibility 

that the first moment of autonomy - strong evaluation - cannot be undermined by 

the second. Thus the second and third moments are supposed to balance each other 

out.

The final element is “purposive rationality” defined simply as “the ability to 

set and pursue short term and long term goals” (2006: 143). This is seen as a 

precondition of strong evaluation and a corollary of the unity and coherence of the 

self (2006: 144).

Having all these moments in place we can now move to evaluate Cooke’s 

model of critical theory.
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4.2.6
Evaluation.

i) Autonomy, Authority and Critical Theory.

Now, Cooke’s account of autonomy certainly exhibits a shift in emphasis from 

the model of possessive individualism which often typifies liberal models, but since 

that latter doctrine is usually associated with the most right-wing of political 

perspectives, perhaps this is not difficult to achieve. In shifting this emphasis Cooke 

also claims to be taking on board post-structuralist, feminist and communitarian 

criticisms of possessive individualism by acknowledging the “fragmented” and 

“fluid” aspects of identity formation, including the idea that human beings are 

constructed in “multiple contexts of meaning that are not of their own making” 

(2006: 138). One tends to get the impression, though, that it does not go far enough 

to really accommodate these objections. It sometimes appears as though her clear 

verbal acknowledgment of these points is not reflected, or not consistently reflected, 

at the systematic theoretical level.

Taking her notion of accountability first, the notion still appears to presuppose 

a public/private distinction, for example, and it is difficult to see how merely shifting 

from “ownership of reasons” to “rational accountability” really brings fluidity and 

fragmentation - the concerns of the post-structuralist - in to play. While we might 

not fully endorse the models of self-hood put forward by post-structuralists, on 

Cooke’s model the self still appears to be insufficiently problematised as a liberal- 

theoretical category, and this risks playing into the hands of the sort of political 

conservatism critical theory seeks to avoid. Moreover, accountability seems to be 

tied solely to rational argumentation here, as it is in Habermas, yet this is not the 

only model of accountability. As Epsen Hammer (2005: 157) points out in his 

Adornian critique of the same notion in Habermas:

“...since being able to relate rationally and reflectively to claims to validity in 

light of their reasons is the only way for speakers to prove that they are 

autonomous and accountable, it follows that accountability here necessarily 

entails rational argumentation. Accountability cannot be demonstrated in any 

other way. Clearly, Adorno would reject such a view... on his account there is
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a much wider variety of accountable behaviour. Most obviously, in advanced 

works of art (whose claim to be of political relevance Habermas can only 

accept insofar as it is “translated” into rational discourse by art criticism) 

Adorno... sees a powerful arena of praxis and political engagement capable in 

some instances of bringing social conflicts more effectively and adequately into 

view than any ‘rational argumentation”’ (2007: 157/8).

In as much as Cooke draws on the very same notion of accountability through 

rational argumentation as Habermas, the point seems valid against her too.

On another note, one may want to question the proposition that reasons are 

“owed”, or at least Cooke’s undifferentiated and de-contextualised account of this. 

To what extent can abused or oppressed people, for example, be said to owe reasons 

to abusers or oppressors for removing themselves from the context of abuse or 

oppression? Further, offering reasons may sometimes hinder processes of ethical 

insight especially when a person is motivated, as human beings invariably are, by 

non-rational or subconscious factors to reject or deny the reasons being offered. 

Sometimes, the act of specifically refusing to give reasons may be more morally 

appropriate.

It is perhaps a sensitivity to these latterly mentioned points, and the recognition 

that the principle of accountability can be open to abuse, that Cooke attempts to 

balance accountability with independence. But if this is so, what Cooke appears to 

be attempting here is to give an analytical expression to the complex dialectical 

nature of the possibility of human freedom. The second and third moments would 

gain expression in Hegel as the dialectic between dependence and independence. 

However, with Hegel the significance of these concepts is placed firmly within a 

phenomenological account of their evolution - both culturally and psychically. This 

evolution occurs against the backdrop of concrete struggles for recognition. Cooke’s 

account of these notions, like that of Habermas, seems unable to convey the richness 

of Hegel’s at least partly because it is tied to an analytical and normative mode of 

expression rather than a dialectical and genealogical one. Her claim to want to take 

into account the fluid and processual elements of identity formation and her desire to 

capture both the social and personal aspects of self-identity, and the dynamic 

relations between them, may be enhanced, then, by situating her thought much more 

explicitly in relation to Hegel’s Phenomenology, or indeed Adorno’s Negative
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Dialectics. Without this, there is the continual danger of reifying the various 

moments within a normative-analytical frame that under-appreciates the 

complexities involved, and which ends up relying too heavily upon, or falling back 

into, a Kantian model of the sovereign, self-contained subject.

The same can be said for the notion of purposiveness and its corollary psychic 

unity. Unity and coherence cannot be comprehended as features of selfhood in 

abstraction from incoherence and fracture. The coherence of the self is always a 

highly vulnerable achievement that can be lost as easily as it is gained: it is neither 

pre-given nor guaranteed. This recommends dialectical reason because such reason 

is uniquely sensitive to the complexities and risks involved in identity formation and 

to the ever-present threat of it being eclipsed by its opposite - dissolution or 

destruction of identity. Cooke shows some tentative appreciation of this, for she 

continually references the standard objections of post-structuralists such as Butler, 

who emphasise precisely the fluid and the fragmented. She shows all the signs of 

wanting to incorporate dialectical insights, but appears still too wedded to 

Habermas’s normative-analytical paradigm, and avoidant, for the most part, of 

Hegelian logic, to do so. Again, it sometimes seems as though Cooke is attempting 

to remove standard objections to a rationalist account of identity and autonomy 

simply by verbally acknowledging such objections, rather than by seriously 

incorporating them at a theoretical or meta-theoretical level.

There are other ways in which Hegelian currents compete in Cooke’s thought 

with Kantian ones. It should have become apparent in the course of our argument 

that one of the ways a Hegelian account of autonomy differs from a Kantian one is in 

the appreciation of the fact that autonomy always has heteronomous conditions of 

possibility, and is never a brute given. Hegel incorporates this insight by making 

sociality and historicity central so that the achievement of credible autonomy can 

only occur on the basis of a particular relation to the other and to one’s past. In the 

dimension of self-other relations this occurs, as we have said, through concrete 

struggles for recognition generating an appreciation of the inevitability of 

misrecognition and of dependency, and the adoption of an attitude of forgiveness 

towards and concerned regard for the other. This is a state that both Hegel and 

Adorno refer to as “being at home in otherness” (PoM: 790; PoG: 550; ND: 223). In 

regards to history it requires a continual re-appropriation and re-enactment of the 

past in order to actualise the ethical content sedimented in cultural practices.
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Without this, autonomy cannot arise: subjectivity remains determined by substance 

(§1.2.4).

Now on the one hand, Cooke states her view that autonomy consists in the 

“freedom to form and pursue [one’s] conception of the good on the basis of reasons 

[one] can call [one’s] own” (2006: 17). But this, essentially liberal, view is in 

tension with other remarks. On the same page she states that the normative 

intuitions and expectations that are constitutive of our identities will typically be 

“sedimented in a multiplicity of social practices, norms and institutions and may not 

be readily apparent”. In such cases the intuitions in question may have been 

forgotten or repressed and recovery may occur through “hermeneutic retrieval” or 

“aesthetic shock techniques” (2006: 17). Again, she readily admits that identity 

may be constituted in multiple contexts of meaning which are not of our own making 

(2006: 138). If Cooke accepts that identity has such heteronomous conditions of 

possibility then she must surely accept that defining autonomy simply in terms of a 

freedom of choice to pursue the life one wants really does not do justice to the 

complexities involved. At the least, it may seem Cooke needs to clarify her notion 

of autonomy further in order to show how it is able better to reflect the 

heteronomous conditions spoken of.7

This tension manifests itself in other ways too. Firstly, we saw how Cooke’s 

final justification for the concept of transcendence amounted essentially to a 

pragmatic presupposition. However, running almost concurrently with this 

pragmatic grounding is a more Aristotelian/Hegelian emphasis on implicit human 

potential and self-realisation. She notes that this is apparent in both Taylor and 

Adorno that:

“we all have the potential to become what we later become... each human 

being and... sociocultural form of life, contains within them the possibility of 

change for the better - and that such change is a kind of self-realisation.” 

(2006: 149).

This is not a pragmatic argument for transcendence. It suggests a metaphysical 

commitment to a stratified understanding of reality where the future potential lies

7 Alan Norrie (2001) provides an excellent example of what a dialectical approach to responsibility 
and autonomy ought to look like.
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pregnant in the present actuality. Moreover, the Lacanian elements that Cooke takes 

from Laclau - the gap, the dialectic between universal and particular, and the 

metaphysically construed desire for totality - are all Hegelian. Lacan was, of course, 

a student of Kojeve and, as Zizek (2006: 1) has pointed out, references Hegel more 

times than Freud in the index to his book Ecrits.

Again, in the introduction to her work (2006: 4) Cooke makes a case for 

tracing the line of descent of critical theory back to Rousseau, and particularly, to 

two assumptions made by him: firstly, the assumption that human social 

arrangements are contingent and may thus be altered or transformed in accord with 

human needs; secondly, that any currently existing set of social arrangements may 

generate “faulty perceptions” of human needs and interests. Cooke does not seek to 

hide the fact that this is a view she endorses, going on to remark that “human beings 

who suffer under certain kinds of social arrangements may not be aware of the 

harmful effects of those arrangements, and may even resist the social critic’s 

attempts to bring them to their attention.” (2006: 4).

These comments suggest that the social critic may indeed be in a privileged 

epistemic position vis-a-vis those to whom his/her theories are directed, if not an 

ethical one. This would resonate with the position of the first generation Frankfurt 

School who sought to oppose pragmatism with a more realist and Hegelian inspired
o

idea of critical reflection. But it appears to conflict with the commitment to situated 

reason, and the grounds of her critique of Adorno and Horkheimer’s theory of 

ideology.

Thus, Cooke attacks “classical ideology critique”, in the style of Horkheimer 

and Adorno, which focused on challenging “false consciousness” for the reason that 

it seems to presume a privileged epistemic standpoint and thus tends towards 

authoritarianism. But it is not immediately apparent why and how a notion of false 

consciousness in this case differs or need differ, in principle, from Cooke’s own 

conception of “faulty perceptions”. Both appear to suggest a privileged epistemic 

standpoint from which falsity can be detected.

Cooke states a number of objections to classical ideology critique which it will 

pay to consider, because on close inspection it seems that her own conception can be

8 Horkheimer (1947: 42) questions the "philosophical pedigree" of a position (pragmatism) that 
holds "not that our expectations are fulfilled and our actions successful because our ideas are true, 
but rather than our ideas are true because our expectations are fulfilled and our actions successful."
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made compatible with the classical conception so long as the latter is understood in 

the appropriate way. She suggests, firstly, that the type of privileged standpoint 

ideology critique presumes for the social critic “denies” other participants of the 

social order the ability of knowing what is good for them (2006: 11). This seems to 

be too strong. If classical ideology critique is guilty of such a thing then it would 

stand condemned, but it does not seem to be a necessary implication that it do so. 

The standpoint of ideology critique implies or only needs to imply that certain 

people, who due to training, experience, expertise, skill, knowledge or insight, may 

be entitled to have their opinion carry more weight than those lacking such 

credentials. There is nothing counter-intuitive about that or necessarily authoritarian, 

although it does suggest a greater role for authority than Cooke seems comfortable 

with. But this may be unwarranted political correctness on Cooke’s part. In other 

domains of life we routinely accept asymmetrical authority relations, based either on, 

for example, friendship, personal or professional trust, reputation, record, etc. so 

long as such authority is not sealed off from accountability mechanisms.

Another objection Cooke levels at ideology critique is that it presupposes a 

functionalist account of social systems which compel individuals, as if automatons, 

to believe and act in ways which serve to reproduce the dominant system (2006: 11). 

The type of systems-functionalism characteristic of old forms of orthodox Marxism 

is, as Cooke states it, anachronistic. Thus she is surely right to object to the idea of 

necessary false consciousness (2006: 12). But this model is not the only social 

scientific model available for sustaining the idea of systems as tending towards self

maintenance through incentivising their members to conformity.9 Capitalist systems, 

for example, do not always and everywhere, with iron law determination, ensure that 

members will seek to maximise surplus value at the expense of other values, or 

develop highly competitive or acquisitive dispositions, but they certainly have a 

strong tendency to generate these things. Structural tendencies can be uncovered and 

examined for their socially corrosive capabilities, or constraining powers, by good 

hermeneutically sensitive, explanatory social science.

Her third point against ideology critique is that it requires ideologies to be 

understood as “totalising conceptions of order” which is deemed no longer feasible

9 Roy Bhaskar's (2007) model of social science, which seeks precisely to underwrite the ontological 
status of tendencies in open systems as opposed to Humean constant conjunctions in closed ones, is 
a case in point.
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in today’s fragmented universe. In contrast, Habermas’s model of looking at the 

ways in which the fragmentation of consciousness characteristic of contemporary 

society prevents a holistic account from coming into view in the first place is 

recommended. Rather than focusing on the content of ideological distortions, we 

should rather limit ourselves to the form such distortion takes (2006: 12), that is, not 

on the “falsity of certain propositional contents” but on the “ideological closure 

involved when certain ethical or political contents are removed from the realm of 

public interrogation.” This view follows on the back of Habermas’s in TCA where 

he states that under contemporary conditions “Everyday consciousness is robbed of 

its power to synthesize; it becomes fragmented ... In place of ‘false consciousness’ 

we today have a ‘fragmented consciousness’ that blocks enlightenment...” (TCA 1: 

355).

From a Hegelian position this seems highly questionable. It is convenient for 

Habermas to oppose false consciousness to “fragmented consciousness” because it 

more suitably serves his own purposes of re-branding critical theory. Unfortunately, 

his thoughts on this are often too easily accepted by sympathisers. On a Hegelian 

view, false consciousness has always been understood precisely as partial 

consciousness: for Hegel, it is only the whole that can be termed “true” (PoM: 81; 

PoG: 19/20). Or as Terry Eagleton has more recently stated it, for Hegel:

“immediate experience is itself a kind of false or partial consciousness; it will 

yield up its truth only when it is dialectically mediated, when its latent 

manifold relations with the whole have been patiently uncovered. One might 

say, then, that... our routine consciousness is itself inherently ‘ideological’, 

simply by virtue of its impartiality.” (Eagleton, 1991: 98).

Thus if social science may be directed towards an identification of the 

social mechanisms that tend to generate fragmentation, and thus, invariably, partial 

perspectives, perspectives which prevent a more holistic and adequate understanding 

of the nature of the society in question, this would seem to qualify as a perfect 

exemplar of ideology criticism in Hegelian terms.

Moreover, if we have learned anything from Hegel’s critique of Kant it is that 

the separation of form and content is not possible, as the Phenomenology implicitly 

demonstrates and the Philosophy of Right explicitly states (Hegel, 1996: xvi). Thus
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when Cooke calls for a focus on the forms ideologies take rather than their content, 

this opposition should be resisted. In order to identify forms of ideological distortion 

one must already have made a material judgment about the content, i.e. that, in the 

first instance, it qualifies as ideology.

In any case, the end-of-ideology thesis may appear overly hasty and overly 

optimistic now, from when it was first mooted in the 1950’s by neo-conservative 

technocrats. Totalising conceptions of social order continue to prevail in 

contemporary society, in the deep-ecology movement, anti-globalisation movement, 

in anarchism, Marxism, neo-fascism, Islamism, neo-liberalism. Since the recent 

2007-09 financial crisis there has been talk of the end of monetarism or Thatcherism 

as ideologies, a resurgence of interest in Keynesianism in the West and an 

emergence of a “new cooperativism” (Vieta, 2009) which takes inspiration from, 

amongst other sources, the indigenous autonomist movements such as the Zapatistas, 

or the Brazilian landless peasant movement, and worker ownership initiatives such 

as Argentina’s worker-recuperative enterprises, or the successful Basque Mondragon 

Corporation. Certainly, if the thesis is premised on the assumption that there has 

been an end to deep social divisions of, for example, class or race, as it was in its 

original formulation, then it should come under suspicion. Moreover, the appearance 

of fragmentation at this juncture might also be historically contingent.

A related problem concerns Cooke’s injunctions against so-called “grand 

theory” (2006: 198), on the grounds that modem complexity and fragmentation 

makes systematic causal-explanatory analysis into the structural origins of injustice, 

disenchantment or domination more or less pointless. Rather, we should settle for 

piecemeal interventions which focus on how power is “disseminated and 

perpetuated” (2006: 198). It seems unclear, in the first place, how can one have an 

analysis of how power is perpetuated without reference to its generating 

mechanisms. Most of all, though, the renunciation of systematic theory on the 

grounds of societal fragmentation could be construed as a hasty capitulation to the 

very forces that generate such fragmentation. While modern society may be 

fragmented and complex, it is not without its unifying structural principles, amongst 

the most conspicuous of which we might include the principle of profit 

maximisation. Thus, the danger is that in refusing to engage in “total” theory thus 

will not serve the aims of critical theory but merely serve to rubber-stamp an already 

existing total order.
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ii) A Built-in Rationalist Bias?

Our claim is that despite making some gestures towards dialectical criticisms 

of a rationalist account of autonomy - such as the neglect of the body, the power of 

desire, the role of imagination, the potentially fluid and fractured nature of the self, 

the dependency of the self on others and on nature, Cooke’s syncretism prevents her 

from affording these insights systematic theoretical expression or of reconciling 

them with her underlying rationalist and liberal commitments. These commitments 

can be said to form a bias in her work which comes out in her account of autonomy, 

but which also secretes itself throughout the course of her argument. It is evident in 

the centre-staging of the question of rational justification, in the valorisation of 

discursivity relative to other, non-discursive faculties, or in the foundational 

opposition subscribed to between reason and authority.

We said that we would return to the issue of the relationship between the 

functions of representations as Cooke sees it, and this will be pertinent here because 

it provides an example of how a rationalist bias can be seen to operate. The 

functions, again, are “disclosure” and “orientation”. We saw that orientation, and its 

relation to disclosure, are defined in such a way that it is not merely orientation that 

Cooke has in mind but a particular kind of discursive experience whose job it is to 

interpret the pre-discursive experiential content generated by disclosure. In this 

regard, from the remarks that Cooke makes here and elsewhere (2006: 121) the 

distinction between disclosure and orientation may appear obfuscating; for if both 

disclosure and orientation are said to provide orientation, while the defining feature 

of orientation understood in Cooke’s theoretically delimited sense is that of 

discursive rationality, then the distinction would surely be better framed as one 

between discursive and non-discursive forms of cognition, or between concept and 

intuition.

We said that this is important because it shapes the course of the argument in 

an implicit way. In effect, it allows Cooke to institute a particular understanding of 

the relationship between discursive concept and non-discursive intuition which 

favours the former over the latter. So while Cooke proclaims the mutual inter

dependency of disclosure and orientation (2006: 121), echoing Kant’s own 

proclamations of mutual-interdependency between concept and intuition, her
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account, like Kant’s, appears to rob intuition - understood here as disclosure - of any 

stand-alone cognitive form or content. Somatically rooted aesthetic experiences, 

such as may be provided by art and music, appear to be demoted, from a cognitive 

point of view, relative to the discursive concept; their own ethically orienting role 

allowed to be sidelined on the grounds of their presumed closer proximity to 

reason’s other - authority. The discursive concept appears here as a means for 

taming the irrational intuition while the capacity of intuition to humanise the concept 

is overlooked or under-emphasised: Eros is subsumed under Logos. Conversely, 

Cooke seems to pass over the authoritarian tendencies within the discursive concept 

itself. As we shall see in the following chapter, this is something that Adorno has 

succeeded in highlighting.

Thus, Cooke appears to restrict the terms of the argument by normatively pre

defining some of her basic categories. This can be seen as a general problem with 

both overtly normative and transcendental-pragmatic approaches. Indeed the very 

same problem can be seen to occur in respect of the categories of immanence and 

transcendence. Neither category is defined in politically or morally neutral terms, 

but are loaded in quite particular ways which serves to structure her argument in a 

specific direction. This is clearly apparent in the internal relationship that exists 

between immanence and the concept of situated rationality, for situated rationality 

does not only involve taking into account the interests of all, but doing so in a 

proceduralist manner underpinned by a rationalist account of autonomy. This 

emphasis of rational autonomy is responsible, in turn, for Cooke’s affording a 

privileged place to the concept of normative justification in critical theory.

Cooke is quite open about the fact that the principles inherent in situated 

rationality, as well as the understanding of autonomy, are derived from the normative 

horizon of Western modernity, and so, we must infer, context immanent. But why 

do these principles and values have to be afforded a privileged epistemic and ethical 

status simply because they are purported to form the horizon of modernity? One 

would think, if anything, it is precisely our nearness to such values that ought to 

motivate a greater critical suspicion of them. This is, again, something that can be 

seen to follow from Hegel’s critique of Kant. We recall that Hegel’s move from 

mere critique to meta-critique involved a radicalisation of Kant’s transcendental 

approach so that the presuppositional staring point of Kantian critique - the 

categories and the transcendental ego - were themselves brought into the purview of
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critical reflection, rather than lying outside it as unquestioned assumptions. To be 

fair, Cooke goes further than Habermas on the question of historicity here. This is 

most evident in the conviction that situated rationality itself ought not to be placed 

outside of critical interrogation (2006: 132). This is welcome. Nonetheless, we have 

continually to be careful about taking-off from, rather than seeking to problematise, 

certain contemporary values and modes of existence as this threatens to subdue 

critical theory’s political imagination and place pre-defined limits on what types of 

transcendence are possible, or what form transcendence has to take.

4.2.7

Conclusion.

In this chapter we have considered two of the most significant contributions to 

the development of the Habermassian paradigm of critical theory to have emerged in 

recent times. Both Benhabib and Cooke provide interesting innovations of 

Habermas’s thought and open up new perspectives in critical theory studies. What is 

perhaps most notable about both Benhabib and Cooke’s work is that it is at the point 

where their thought is closest to Hegel that it seems to be more compelling and 

attractive. Both theorists have attempted to temper or challenge some of the more 

Kantian elements of Habermas’s thought with Hegelian ideas. However, it has been 

our argument that while there are some genuine something or other, neither thinker 

has gone far enough. In the case of Benhabib, there seems to be a tendency, evident 

also in Habermas, to want simply to attach the standpoint of the concrete other and 

community of needs and solidarity, on to Kantian universalism as a sort of 

supplement, without seeing how the standpoint of the latter structurally inhibits the 

realisation of the standpoint of the former. Benhabib was also seen to take over too 

readily Habermas’s typology of action and the dualisms presupposed by the 

communicative paradigm.

In the case of Cooke, there was seen to be a marked attempt to give greater 

scope for dialectical reason and evidence of a desire to break out of some of the 

analytical confines of Habermas’s thought. This is most apparent in her focus on the 

good, on historicity, on the affective dimensions of will formation, and the notion of 

self-realisation. But higher-order Kantian commitments were seen to prevent Cooke 

from developing the full potential of these Hegelian currents. In the next chapter, we
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are going to take a different tack by considering a full-blown dialectical approach to 

critical theory - that of Adorno.
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Chapter 5.

Dialectical Critical Theory: Adorno contra Habermas.

“A world of qualities without a man has arisen, of experiences without the 

person who experiences them, and it almost looks as though ideally private 

experience is a thing of the past...” Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities'

“The marrow of experience has been sucked out; there is none, not even that 

apparently set at a remove from commerce, that has not been gnawed away.”

T. W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory.

Section 1.

5.1.1
Introduction.

Hitherto our argument has proceeded by way of a critique of the Kantian 

dimensions of Habermas’s thought. We have attempted to frame this within a 

broader context of Hegel’s dialectical critique of Kant’s dualism and formalism. We 

have argued that a move away from a dialectical model of critical theory has resulted 

in an effacement of the critical spirit of critical theory and a dampening of its utopian 

impulse. The implication of this has been that any attempt to reconfigure critical 

theory needs to take it away from Kant and closer to Hegel. However, to bring 

critical theory closer to Hegel is to bring it back, broadly speaking, to a state it held 

prior to Habermas’s intervention. If such a proposal should seem questionable, we 

now argue that this is only because Habermas has been so successful in propagating 

a misreading of first generation critical theory - and specifically of that generation’s 

most philosophically sophisticated exponent, T. W. Adorno - which sees that 

model’s cognitive and critical potential to have be exhausted. In the final chapter, 

then, Habermas’s misreading of Adorno’s thought needs to be exposed and resisted.

1 Musil (1996: 158/9)
2 Adorno (1997: 31)

190



Then we need to provide some account of why Adorno’s dialectical critical theory 

offers a more appropriate model for critical theory today. This can be seen as a 

necessary prolegomena to a fuller reassessment of the Hegelian heritage of critical 

theory.

In what follows we shall put forward Habermas’s criticisms of Adorno, before 

providing an initial and selective account of some of the salient themes of Adorno’s 

work as expressed mainly in the works Dialectic of Enlightenment and Negative 

Dialectics. We will then carry out a critique of Habermas’s claims against the 

backdrop of a closer and more considered interpretation of Adorno’s thought. This 

will provide the basis from which a more positive appreciation of Adorno’s thought 

can be had, and out of which we may attempt to explicate some of its cognitive, 

ethical and political implications.

Prelude,

5.1.2

The Destruction of Experience as Key Problematic.

In the short essay entitled The Storyteller, Walter Benjamin provides an 

account of what he sees as the demise of the art of story-telling, and its historical 

replacement, with the rise of modernity, by the novel. While in itself, such a shift in 

genres may only be of interest to art historians, the underlying transformation 

indexed by this shift is of profound sociological and philosophical significance, for it 

signals the loss, the withering away, or better, destruction, of something central to 

human life as such, something to which Benjamin applies the term Erfahrung, - of 

experience in the emphatic sense.

The significance of this loss is dramatically captured by way of an imaginative 

association between life under conditions of industrial modernity, and the feeling of 

sheer numbness encountered by the war-wearied men returning from the trenches in 

World War I.

“Was it not noticeable at the end of the war that men returned from the 

battlefield grown silent - not richer, but poorer in communicable experience?
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What ten years later was poured out in the flood of war books was anything but 

experience that goes from mouth to mouth.... For never has experience been 

contradicted more thoroughly than strategic experience by tactical warfare, 

economic experience by inflation, bodily experience by mechanical warfare, 

moral experience by those in power. A generation that had gone to school on a 

horse-drawn streetcar now stood under the open sky in a countryside in which 

nothing remained unchanged but the clouds, and beneath these clouds, in a 

field of force of destructive torrents and explosions, was the tiny, fragile human 

body.” (Benjamin, 1992: 88).

Benjamin evokes the numbness and trauma of those returning from war 

because he feels that something similar typifies the experience of subjectivity under 

conditions of modernity more generally. As Giorgio Agamben asserts in his 

reflections on this theme in Benjamin, catastrophes are no longer needed to get a 

sense of the poverty involved here, for the same experience of numbness, the same 

experience of the loss or absence of experience, can be gained by the dweller of the 

average modern city:

"Modern man makes his way home in the evening wearied by a jumble of 

events, but however entertaining or tedious, unusual or commonplace, 

harrowing or pleasurable they are, none of them will have become experience.” 

(1993: 14).3

The concept in play is that of Erfahrung as opposed to Erlebnis, both rendered 

as “experience” in English. While the latter indicates experience in the form merely 

of a bodily awareness of isolated or atomistic sensations, or mere temporal 

continuity, the former emphatic sense captures what we mean when we talk of 

having a “great experience”, perhaps a musical, cinematic or artistic performance, a 

spiritual experience, a character-transforming adventure, an unforgettable evening 

with friends or simply a chance encounter with any animate or inanimate object 

which, for whatever reason, is imbued with spiritual (in the German sense of Geistig) 

significance. Whereas Erlebnis is “dumb”, Erfahrung engages our critical-cognitive

31 take lead here from J. M. Bernstein (1999).
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and emotional faculties, and where Erlebnis is atomistic, Erfahrung is cumulative, 

arising on the basis of an openness to, or encounter with, something qualitatively 

new, and, as such, both presupposing and promoting the narrative continuity of a 

whole character (Agamben, 1993; Bernstein, 1999; Foster, 2007; Jay, 2004).

The significance of this for our analysis comes from the fact that the theme of 

the destruction of experience can be seen as forming not only a central motif of 

Benjamin’s thought (Bernstein, 1999), but of Adorno’s too. Evidence of this is clear 

in a passage taken from the latter’s Notes to Literature:

“The identity of experience in the form of a life that is articulated and 

possesses internal continuity - and that life was the only thing that made the 

narrator’s stance possible - has disintegrated. One may only note how 

impossible it would be for someone who participated in the war to tell stories 

about it the way people used to tell stories about their adventures.” (Adorno 

quoted in Jay, 2004: 129)

In Adorno, and the first generation Frankfurt School generally, this theme of 

the destruction of experience is usually channelled in the form of the 

Nietzschean/Weberian thesis regarding the disenchantment of the world and ensuing 

nihilism, the reduction of reason to utility, social atomisation, temporal discontinuity, 

and the commodification of practically all areas of life. Combined in this idea of the 

destruction of experience, critical theory combined a concern for both justice in its 

emphatic sense, and meaning (Bernstein, 1995: 28). As such, the first generation 

account of critical theory was a much more comprehensive affair than it has become 

under the stewardship of Habermas, whom, as we have seen, has essentially 

narrowed its purview down considerably to that of a proceduralist theory of justice. 

Thus, in abandoning the earlier focus, Habermas can be said to have diminished 

significantly the critical potential of critical theory.

The question arises as to why Habermas should have taken such seemingly 

regressive steps? In this chapter we will argue that an answer to this has to be found 

in a misreading of Adorno, and of the Hegelian-dialectical tradition more generally. 

Any contribution to the recovery of the radical and critical spirit of critical theory has 

to meet head on with Habermas’s interpretation of Adorno.
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5.1.3

The Background to Habermas’s Critique of Adorno.

The main criticisms of Adorno occur in the final parts of the first and second 

volumes of TCA and in Lecture V of Philosophical Discourse of Modernity 

(henceforth PDM). The main socio-political context is provided by the failure of the 

working classes in Europe and in America to put a halt to capitalism, in accordance 

with orthodox Marxist theory, and of the degeneration of the revolution in the Soviet 

Union to Stalinism. In apparently absorbing the political struggle through an 

expansion of the welfare state and through manipulative mass media, capitalism had 

shown itself to be far more flexible and dynamic than originally anticipated.

The immediate philosophical context to Adorno’s stance, and to Habermas’s 

response, is provided by Georg Lukacs’ melding of Marxist and Weberian paradigms 

in his influential work History and Class Consciousness (1972) (see Jay, 1996; Held 

1989). The key intellectual result of that fusion emerges with the concept of 

reification, a concept which unifies central insights taken from Marx and Weber’s 

theories of modernity, in particular, Marx’s account of commodity fetishism and 

Weber’s theory of rationalisation. We will consider a little of each in order to 

provide some contextualisation for what is to come.

i) Marx: Commodity Fetishism.

In volume 1 of Capital Marx analysed the way in which capitalism functions to 

transform all “use-values” into commodities, or what he termed exchange value. The 

use value of a thing is just what the term use implies; its value is defined by its 

function. Exchange value, on the other hand, confers value on a product to the extent 

that it can be exchanged in a market for other products, through the medium of a 

universal standard of equivalence, i.e. money. In the incessant drive for expansion 

characteristic of capitalist accumulation, ever more items of use are sacrificed for the 

pursuit of profit, being transformed into items of exchange for the purpose of 

generating ever-increasing surplus value. Hence, commodification: the turning of 

concrete qualities into abstract quantities, which can be exchanged in an open
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market.

To the extent that the generation of surplus value through exchange becomes 

the overriding structural principle of society, as it tends to under capitalism, the 

category of value is increasingly detached from the actual production process and 

seems to take on a life of its own. Marx believed that this phenomenon had certain 

social-psychological correlates in that it leads to a misidentification of the real source 

of value in social labour. The dependency of wealth generation upon social labour, 

and therefore the dependency of wo/man upon fellow wo/men, becomes 

systematically concealed as relations between people (as producers of value) 

increasingly take on the form of relations between things (commodities in the 

market): "It is nothing but a social relation between men themselves which assumes 

here, for them, the fantastic form of a relation between things." (Marx, 1976: 165). 

Moreover, as commodification extends to labour power itself, an inherently unequal 

relation between producer and capitalist, based on a forced extraction of surplus 

value from the former hy the latter, is allowed to pass off as a fair exchange.

ii) Weber: Rationalisation.

The concept of rationality in Weber is a veritable minefield and his theory of 

rationalisation one of the most ploughed over and disputed in sociology (Brubaker 

1989; Kalberg 1980; Swidler 1973 for accounts of the complexities of the concept). 

Sticking to those general features of Habermas's own reconstruction relevant to our 

purposes, we know that Weber conceived the process of rationalisation as a universal 

historical tendency rooted essentially in the drive for world mastery (TCA 1: 180). 

More than anything, its evolution can be seen in the progressive systematisation and 

formalisation of mythical and religious beliefs - generically, "world-understandings" 

- in response to internal and external inconsistencies, as well as in the advance of 

modern science. As such rational and systematising processes evolve, they latch on 

to ever-increasing areas of life, manifesting for example in the emergence of a 

market economy geared towards maximum productive efficiency, and in the 

development of a state apparatus and legal system oriented to underwriting that 

efficiency. Moreover, because efficiency tends best to be served by a division in the 

order of tasks, rationalisation also turns out to have a fragmenting effect on society,
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as spheres of life once united in mythical times - such as art, science, law, and 

morality - are separated off to pursue their own internal logics. As rationalisation 

advances, hardly any domain of society is envisaged to escape its grip, eventually 

reaching the lifeworld itself, the domain of face to face human interaction (TCA 1: 

178-185).

The process of rationalisation is seen by Weber to yield at least one very 

destructive consequence, expressed in his by now famous notion of 

"disenchantment". Disenchantment refers to the state of affairs whereby the world is 

robbed of any inherent meaning. It is akin to the state of affairs diagnosed by 

Nietzsche (e.g. 1973: 5) as nihilism which that author saw as a fateful sickness 

befalling western civilisation at the dawn of modernity. By systematically 

undermining any and all transcendent value positions, it leads inevitably both to an 

existential crisis of motivation, infecting the realm of individual action as much as 

the institution, and to an atomisation of society: once the cultural and ideational 

bonds that previously held collectivities together have been dissolved by 

disenchantment, the Pandora's box containing nothing but naked individual self- 

interest is thrown open. The ultimate result is that reason, whose primary concern 

was once with the ends of the Good, the True and the Beautiful, is now reduced to a 

concern with calculating the most efficient means to attaining pre-given ends, ends 

determined by the heterogeneous preferences of essentially self-seeking individuals. 

This process is paradoxical and tragic for Weber in that it first originated in an 

impulse for freedom from, and control of, the contingencies of nature, yet ends up 

creating an iron cage of cold bureaucratic rationality, a world of "specialists without 

spirit and sensualists without heart" (Weber, 2003: 182), which gives rise to a 

dominating effect all of its own.

iii) Reification, Instrumental Reason, Habermas’s Critique.

These twin paradigms of the structuring principles of modem societies - the 

alienation and inequities resulting from unfettered commodity-driven economics, and 

the disenchantment generated by rationalisation and bureaucratisation, are united in 

Lukacs' notion of reification and form the basis for any understanding of the 

motivations of the first generation of the Frankfurt School. (Jay, 1973; Rose, 1978:
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Ch2). To be sure, a theoretical priority was ascribed to the Marxist framework by 

Lukcas which led him to hold firm to the belief that the pathologies arising from 

reification could be overturned with the transformation of capitalism into 

communism (TCA 1: 363). Lukacs' Hegelianism led him to conceive of the 

possibility of recovering the lost totality out of the fragments and divisions that 

constituted modern society through dialectical philosophy. As he saw it, the 

recovery of totality through dialectics was the task of the intellectual avant garde and 

depended upon identifying an agent who could effect the transformation in practice. 

That agent was still the working class for Lukacs, the agent that bore the brunt of the 

pathologies of modern life (TCA 1: 355/65).

The main factor that stands between Lukacs and the first generation of the 

Frankfurt School is the perception concerning the extent to which the world had 

become reified. Capitalism's ability to adapt and absorb crises at the political level, 

either through its fascist or liberal forms, together with the increasing distance 

between the ideals and the actuality of communism, the degeneration of Sovietism 

into Stalinism, lead to a marked diminution of optimism amongst the Frankfurt 

radicals. The fact that the progression of communism seemed to confirm Weber's 

predictions regarding an intensification, rather than a withering away of bureaucracy 

and domination in that system, compared with capitalism, only added to the air of 

crisis for critical theory (Jay, 1996: 256, 248; TCA 1: 366/7).

The decisive factor here though was the perceived extension, above all through 

the instruments of mass mediated culture, of the reach of reification into psychic 

structures themselves, rendering the working class redundant as an agent of 

wholesale social and political transformation. If modem subjectivity itself had 

become permeated by the very disorder it had sought to identify and combat, where 

was left for critical theory to pin its emancipatory hopes? This is the problematic 

that defines the agenda for the first generation critical theory, and the response to this 

problematic, or rather Habermas's perception of this response, is what furnishes that 

author with his own particular theoretical starting point (TCA 1: 366).

For Adomo and Horkheimer the problem necessitated a more thoroughgoing 

and more radically self-reflexive understanding of reification, deriving it from what 

they saw as a more primordial or deeply rooted phenomenon emanating from 

humanity's need to control the natural world through (social) labour. This is the
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phenomenon of instrumental reason, and Adorno and Horkheimer sought to uncover 

its roots by way of a genealogical analysis going back to the origins of Western 

civilisation as represented, for example, in Homeric literature.

However, the outcome of this impressive intellectual effort is seen by 

Habermas to lead critical theory deeper into an impasse, rather than resolving it. 

According to Habermas, the key finding of their study is that in coming to infect both 

the cultural lifeworld and subjectivity, instrumental reason has now become total and 

that this totalising tendency is inherent in reason itself. Picking up on such exuberant 

claims that would seem to confirm his view as, "instrumental reason has become 

total"; "enlightenment is totalitarian"; "wrong life cannot be lived rightly", which are 

peppered quite liberally throughout Adorno’s texts, Habermas (PDM: 119) accuses 

Adorno and Horkheimer of performative contradiction, for in totalising instrumental 

reason and leaving no space for a positive conception of enlightenment, they 

simultaneously condemn their own critique, and in as much as that critique uses the 

resources of a discursive reason to articulate its insights, it can have no rational 

justification (TCA 1: 366-390, esp. 382/3).

It is in this light that we are to understand Adorno’s alleged total abandonment 

of discursivity and his taking refuge in a non-conceptual, non-rational aesthetics 

(TCA 1: 383). This supposed move is already apparent in Dialectic of 

Enlightenment in the championing of mimesis as a possible counter to the problems 

generated by an instrumentalised and reified world. The inspiration for this idea is 

taken from primitive forms of ritual, for example, magic and pagan festivals, 

whereby the cycles and happenings of nature are mimicked by those subject to 

nature’s power, for the purposes of adaptation, and in the hope that nature’s 

destructive forces can be placated. As such, it represents a tendency in humanity for 

living in symbiosis with nature as opposed to trying to dominate and control it. But 

in the administered and reified world of modernity, mimesis is all but absent except 

for its presence in non-discursive and elitist mediums such as works of high- 

modernist art (PDM: 129; TCA 1: 385).

Again, Habermas sees a retreat into the non-conceptual and thus, essentially, 

irrational, a fact which is in central tension with the aims of a critical theory of 

society that would articulate its insights discursively (TCA 1: 385). Thus if Adomo 

and Horkheimer were to be consistent, they would not attempt to offer a theory of
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mimesis or of instrumental reason at all, because any theory must draw on the very 

conceptual and discursive resources that those authors think are no longer available; 

a theory of mimesis would risk bringing it into the domain of the conceptual and thus 

immediately undermine it (TCA 1: 382). Rather, as with Wittgenstein, these matters 

can only be passed over in silence leaving critical theory with no determinate, or 

rationally grounded, relation to praxis.

Yet Adorno and Horkheimer do indeed attempt to articulate their insights and it 

is this that leaves them open to a charge of internal incoherence, for they at once 

renounce critique’s theoretical claim “while operating with the means of theory” 

(TCA 1: 387) leaving Habermas to draw the following conclusions:

“The paradox in which the critique of instrumental reason is entangled, and 

which stubbornly resists even the most supple dialectic, consists then in this: 

Horkheimer and Adorno would have to put forward a theory of mimesis, which 

according to their own ideas is impossible.... At most we can only circle around 

this idea, drawing on images from Judeo Christian mysticism.” (TCA 1: 383).

Thus in adopting this stance towards the authors of Dialectic of Enlightenment, 

Habermas is effectively assimilating their position to the irrationalist counter- 

enlightenment discourses which take such figures as Nietzsche as their inspiration, 

and which gain a contemporary voice in those positions which fall under the terms 

"post-modern" or “post-structuralist”. Indeed section III of Lecture V in PDM is 

more or less devoted to analysing the “striking” “point-for-point” correspondences 

between Nietzsche and Adorno, and the final judgment which befalls both of those 

authors is deemed identical - scepticism:

“...like historicism, they surrendered themselves to an uninhibited scepticism 

regarding reason, instead of weighing the grounds that cast doubt on this 

scepticism itself.” (PDM: 129).

Habermas locates the problems that he sees as besetting Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s account, as we have touched on elsewhere (§2.2.1), in their having 

insufficiently extracted themselves from what Habermas has variously termed the
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paradigm of consciousness or the philosophy of the subject, an approach to 

philosophical analysis, rooted deep in the Western tradition, which supposedly takes 

the isolated ego as its foundational starting point (see esp. PDM: Lecture XI). As is 

now known, Habermas thinks he can preserve the kernel of truth that Adorno and 

Horkheimer captured in their account of the mimetic impulse by steering critical 

theory away from the philosophy of the subject and towards an inter-subjectivity 

grounded in the pragmatics of communication. It is only by taking this move that 

critical theory can be rescued from its constitutively aporetic position as represented 

pre-eminently by Adomo.

The reading which Habermas provides of Adomo and the project of the 

dialectic of enlightenment is damning and unequivocal, leaving little room for doubt 

about Habermas’s stance. The key question that has to be raised at this point is 

"what would the implications for the current state of critical theory be, should 

Habermas's reading of Adomo and Horkheimer's response to the crisis of Western 

Marxism turn out to be wrong?" Habermas himself has noted how the paradigm 

change from instrumental reason to communicative action was necessitated by the 

“problems” associated with the earlier paradigm. The question is a live one for their 

appears to be a growing unease within the broad church that constitutes 

contemporary critical social and political thought regarding the potential for 

Habermas's model to meet the needs of contemporary society (Kompridis 1999), and 

a growing suspicion that perhaps there was more to Adorno's critique of modernity 

than Habermas's almost hegemonic interpretation would lead us to believe (Bernstein 

1995; Hammer, 2006; Morris, 2001; Zuidervaart, 2007). This, at least, will be the 

guiding suspicion operative here.

In the following section we will provide a cursory rehearsal of some of the 

most salient themes of Adorno’s thought as expressed primarily in Dialectic of 

Enlightenment and Negative Dialectics, and supported by recent secondary literature. 

We will then be in a position to interrogate Habermas’s reading of Adorno against 

the backdrop of a more considered interpretation. This will not be a full blown 

defence of Adorno's position contra Habermas. We will not engage with the entirety 

of Adorno's oeuvre which is, admittedly, extensive, but we will engage with material 

sufficient to rebut Habermas’s claims and open up grounds for a more positive 

appreciation of the cognitive, political and ethical potential in Adorno’s thought, and
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more generally, the dialectical heritage of critical theory.

5.1.4

Dialectic of Enlightenment: An Initial View.

The Dialectic of Enlightenment in many ways is a mirroring of both the 

narrative structure and philosophical content of Hegel’s critique of formal reason in 

the Phenomenology of Spirit. Like that latter work, Dialectic of Enlightenment sets 

out to challenge the Enlightenment’s understanding of itself as opposed to, and 

independent of, all forms of tradition-based social practice, authority and power, by 

demonstrating, through a genealogical analysis of the origins of Enlightenment, its 

entwinement with, and dependency on, the very thing it abstractly opposes4. 

Enlightenment’s lack of consciousness of this fact is seen to be dangerously self

undermining. Like Hegel then, Horkheimer and Adorno work with the intention of 

bringing Enlightenment reason to a self-consciousness of its own genetic sources, 

forcing critique to apply its own critical capacities to itself, thereby turning critique 

again into meta-critique in precisely the same manner that Hegel attempted with his 

critique of Kant. The emphasis on meta-critique as opposed to critique is definitive 

of Hegelian dialectical thought.

This meta-critique is carried out by way of an analysis of the operation of myth 

in Homer’s Odyssey, and the uncovering of a logic of domination therein, which is 

seen to prefigure forms of domination characteristic of modernity, while all the while 

containing its own dialectic of enlightenment “in miniature”. The most basic 

common element shared by both myth and enlightenment is domination of nature. 

Odysseus, in his adventures, is pitied against both mythic and natural powers which 

he is forced to come to terms with for the sake of self-preservation. Aside from other 

prototypical forms of instrumental reason, e.g. the obvious presence of navigational 

and mapping techniques for the mastery of geo-social space, the attempt to subdue 

errant mythical and natural forces involves, most crucially, the development of a 

capacity for cunning in order to outwit the fateful powers and secure his journey 

home (DoE: 42/8).

4 "Enlightenment" is here taken in the broad sense as "the advance of thought [which aims at] 
liberating human beings from fear and installing them as masters" (DoE: 1)
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The cunning can be seen in a multitude of guises, as when, for example, 

Odysseus trades on the ambiguity in his name5, in his attempt to confuse and escape 

from the Cyclops whom he has just blinded6. Or it can be seen in the calculation of 

risk involved in traversing the dangerous paths between Scylla and Charybdis. But 

the most crucial expression of cunning comes in the form of sacrifice. Adorno and 

Horkheimer see the practice of sacrifice as key to understanding the way in which 

cunning is exhibited and through this, how myth and enlightenment mutually 

mediate one another.

Sacrifice works in two ways: as a “gift” to the mythic and natural forces to 

insure against future harms, and, in an introverted form, as self-sacrifice, such as 

occurs when Odysseus pre-empts the seductive power of the Sirens by tying himself 

to the mast of his boat, or when Odysseus “puritanically” prevents his men from 

enjoying the narcotic effects of the lotus for the sake of the broader mission. In both 

cases, a logic of self-preserving domination is seen to be involved which is the key to 

understanding the entwinement of myth and reason.

In the first case, the exchange that ostensibly takes place with sacrifice is 

actually an attempt, by the one offering sacrifice, to cheat mythic and natural forces 

through offering an appearance of submission to said forces, while in fact, the 

offering is a means for subjugating the fateful forces, instrumentally, to human ends. 

In the other case, there is an internalisation of the sacrificial act for the same self

preserving reason. In a thesis echoing that of Freud’s in Civilisation and Its 

Discontents (2004), both acts are central to an understanding of the origins of 

civilisation in repression, of both external and internal nature. Moreover, both 

instances have their analogues in, or can be seen to anticipate, forms of domination 

in modernity. In the “sham” offering of external sacrifice there is anticipated the 

capitalist form of exchange relations where extraction of surplus value (and thus

5 "Odysseus" refers both to the man as a proper noun and is also a homonym for "nobody".
6 Interestingly, Adorno and Horkheimer see in Odysseus's awareness that his name refers at once to 
different things, and moreover, that it refers simultaneously both to a particular individual and, 
paradoxically, to nothing at all, the pre-figuring of modern nominalism and formalism. With the rise 
of cunning, a gap opens up between object and name, whereas before they are thought to be the 
same; cunning presumes the non-identity of object and name and exploits the difference; "Odysseus 
becomes aware of dualism, as he discovers that an identical word can mean different things." This 
is fully developed in modernity into formalism: "the perennial ability to designate is bought at the 
cost of distancing themselves from any particular content which fulfils them, so that they refer at a 
distance to all possible contents, both to nobody and to Odysseus himself." (DoE: 47).
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subjugation of one party of the exchange to the private interests of the other) is 

concealed under the legal form of an “exchange of equivalents”. It is in this way that 

Adorno and Horkheimer are able to submit the thesis that “myth is [already] 

enlightenment” (DoE: 39).

Equally importantly, the self-sacrificing and calculating egoism of Odysseus 

has his counterpart in the asceticism and instrumentalism of the modem burgher or 

puritan, making him a prototype of the bourgeois individual, of homo economicus 

(DoE: 48/43.). Comparing Odysseus with that modem exemplar of the rational 

economic individual - Robinson Crusoe - Horkheimer and Adorno say:

“Abandoned to the vagaries of the waves, helplessly cut off, they are forced by 

their isolation into a ruthless pursuit off their atomistic interest. They embody 

the principle of the capitalist economy even before they make use of any 

worker.” (DoE: 48).

This is to say that in its expression of the attempt at the rational controlling of 

natural forces, the calculation of risks and averting of dangers or temptations, myth 

already contains seeds of enlightenment or, expressed speculatively, is already 

enlightenment. We say more about the speculative identity involved in Adorno’s 

statements below. For now we may note that the suggestion that myth is already 

enlightenment is only one side of the analysis in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, for 

in the domination over internal and external nature that enlightenment brings about, 

and the estrangement that this domination entails, enlightenment can be seen to 

revert to myth. The subject is constituted through the struggle with internal and 

external nature, yet paradoxically, the process is self-undermining because it ends in 

the estrangement of the self from its own nature. Again drawing a parallel between 

this phenomenon and the way in which capitalist production constantly attacks its 

own conditions of possibility - i.e. sociality, Adorno and Horkheimer say:

“The human being’s mastery of itself, on which the self is founded, practically 

always involves the annihilation of the subject in whose service that mastery is 

maintained, because the substance which is mastered, suppressed, and 

disintegrated by self-preservation is nothing other than the living entity, of
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which the achievements of self-preservations can only be defined as functions 

- in other words, self-preservations destroys the very thing which is to be 

preserved.” (DoE: 43).

“Myth is already enlightenment” then because myth already contains seeds of 

the domination of nature that formed the basic impulse of enlightenment thought. 

And “enlightenment reverts to myth”, because it determines to cut itself off from its 

own life-sources in biological nature and in tradition, perceiving itself to be self- 

sufficient, sanitised and secure, ending in a closed system that is constitutively 

incapable of understanding itself (see Bernstein, 2001: 191):

“At the moment, when human beings cut themselves off from the 

consciousness of themselves as nature, all the purposes for which they keep 

themselves alive - social progress, the heightening of material and intellectual 

forces, indeed, consciousness itself - become void, and the enthronement of the 

means as the end, which in late capitalism is taking on the character of overt 

madness, is already detectable in the earliest history of subjectivity.” (DoE: 

43).

The philosophical exemplification of this reversion of enlightenment to myth 

the authors find in Kant’s moral philosophy, where the introversion of sacrifice is 

most apparent in the systematic exclusion and denial of all heteronomous natural 

impulses. Adorno and Horkheimer see in the resulting formalism a subject now 

incapable of discriminating between actions that would intuitively appear to conform 

to the categorical imperative, and those that would appear to contradict it. Once 

tradition has been reduced to nothing more than prejudice and myth, and nature to 

nothing more than “a mass of material”, there is no longer any law “which we not 

only recognise but recognise over us” (DoE: 78). It is on this basis that Adorno and 

Horkheimer see the radical autonomy of the Nietzschean Ubermensch not so much 

as the antithesis of the Kantian sovereign individual but, rather, its ironic 

exemplification (DoE: 90). Kant’s principle of the subjective will, infinitely striving 

in its opposition to natural desire meets its Nemesis in the will-to-power:
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“Kant’s principle: ‘that everything be done from the maxim of one’s will as a 

will that could at the same time have as its object itself as giving universal 

law,’ is also the secret of the Overman. His will is no less despotic than the 

categorical imperative. Both principles aim at independence from external 

powers, at the unconditional freedom from tutelage which defines the essence 

of enlightenment.” (DoE: 90).

In a similar vein, Sade’s nihilism and valorisation of cruelty may be seen as 

internally related to enlightenment formalism, to the lack of anchor provided in that 

formalism upon which moral feelings could engage, evident, for example, in Kant’s 

disdain for, or at least demotion of, the moral feeling of pity (DoE: 80).

A disenchanted, cold, atomised and utilitarian world, in which all intrinsic 

value or inherent worth, including the worth of individuals, is reduced to the question 

of “how much?” is the sociological background presupposed by Kant’s moral 

philosophy. It is precisely because of the culture of modernity and the 

instrumentalism that it presupposes that Kantian injunctions to treat everybody as 

ends and not means are deemed necessary. The irony is that in unconsciously 

presupposing this context rather than thematising it as an object of critique, Kant 

serves to perpetuate it: Kant can offer no reason other than the morally and 

experientially vacuous “fact of reason” (the quasi-mystical reverence for the law as 

such) as to why one ought to recognise the categorical imperative in the first place. 

In such a state of affairs it can be expected that the engendered nihilism will take its 

revenge. In Eclipse of Reason (1947) Horkheimer listed some of the characteristic 

pathologies which were seen to result from the repression of external and internal 

nature characteristic of the drive towards “infinite progress” - neuroses, nihilism, 

alienation, totalitarianism (1947: Ch.3). It is this dialectical interplay between 

progress and regress that constitutes the main theme of Dialectic of Enlightenment.
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5.1.5
n

Identity-Thinking and The Instrumentalism of the Simple Concept.

The critique of instrumental reason initiated in Eclipse of Reason and 

developed in Dialectic of Enlightenment is widened and deepened in Negative 

Dialectics through an engagement with issues in epistemology. Adomo believed that 

if a proper grasp of the phenomenon of instrumental reason and its attendant 

problems of atomisation, domination and disenchantment, was to be had, then it 

would need to be carried out at the highest level of philosophical abstraction. For 

Adorno the problems of modernity, far from being dealt with by the dominant 

philosophies of the age, were in fact reflected and reproduced within them, thus a 

critique of these philosophies was simultaneously a critique of modem society.

The infamous complexity and austerity of Adorno's thought in this work is 

deliberate; the intellectual effort he demands of his reader is the best hope, as he sees 

it, of instigating the degree of reflection necessary to break out of the spell of 

instrumental reason, a form of reason which has a propensity to reappear in just those 

areas where it is least anticipated, or where it is thought to have been eradicated.

For Adomo, the dominant intellectual traditions of the age are characterised by 

a mode of cognition to which he gives the name identity-thinking (e.g. ND: 234). 

Identity-thinking is a form of thinking firstly, which is oriented to the classification 

of items on the basis of a perception of shared general features according to a rule, 

and then which, secondly, due to its formalist and abstractionist intent, tends to 

hypostatise its classifications as though they were identical with the object classified, 

"the thought which depreciates a thing to a mere example of its kind or species only 

to convince us that we have the thing as such without subjective addition." (ND: 

149). Adorno refers to this mode of cognition as identity-thinking because it seeks to 

assimilate what is distinct or "non-identical" in the object conceived, rather than 

letting it be what it is; it seeks to make the object like the subject, or it seeks to make 

what is cognized like the conceptual scheme of the knower (Jarvis, 1998: 168; 

Sherratt, 2002: 129).

In Negative Dialectics, following ground already prepared in Dialectic of

1 The term "simple concept" is borrowed from J. M. Bernstein (2001).
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Enlightenment, and prefiguring Habermas’s analyses in such early works as 

Knowledge and Human Interests, Adorno sees this mode of thought as rooted in, and 

inextricably bound up with, the need of the species to preserve and reproduce itself 

through social labour, and as such, as the driving force behind forms of modern 

scientific rationality (ND: 289; 311; 349). In this way, identity-thinking is 

essentially a manipulative technique employed by the subject in its attempt to master 

and control the object - nature (ND: 12). As the preponderance of the concept over 

intuition, of form over matter, identity-thinking can be said systematically to forget, 

or be blind to, its moment of passivity towards, and dependence on, the object. Put 

another way, it loses sight of the ineradicable moment of non-identity between 

subject and object, or self and other.

As a mode of abstraction identity-thinking is typified by tendencies both to 

divide up, separate off, and then fixate its cognitive products, thereby generating an 

atomistic and static (as opposed to holistic or relational and dynamic) ontology. In 

this way identity-thinking has the effect of reducing the complexity and richness of 

experience to nothing more than a collection of types, passing over the qualitative 

distinctness of the particular qua unique individual. It is for this reason that Adorno 

thinks identity-thinking - thinking by means of the simple concept - does not tell us 

what a thing is, it tells us, rather “what something comes under, what it exemplifies 

or represents, and what, accordingly, it is not itself.” (ND: 149)

Finally, in failing to recognise the moment of non-identity between subject 

and object, and in imposing an identificatory schema from above, identity-thinking is 

not so much a mode of knowing as a mode of controlling, bringing the object into 

conformity with the purposes of whatever classificatory scheme happens to be 

operative (ND: 25/6, 162, 180/1, 196/7). In this way, identity-thinking can also be 

said to be nihilistic, as it divests the concept of possibilities for sources of meaning 

and significance inherent in the fully contextualised object, by substituting for those
o

sources arbitrary, extraneously imposed private interests. From this perspective, it 

is not difficult to see the connection between this form of thinking and the picture of 

the cold bureaucratic world depicted by Weber, a utilitarian world where means 

triumph over ends - the world of “specialists without soul and sensualists without

8 On this link between nihilism, or disenchantment, and the simple, classifying concept, see Bernstein 
2001 esp. 32-4; 325-35 & 342)
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heart”.

A cursory reading of Negative Dialectics may add to the concerns of Adorno’s 

critics, for the same kinds of problems alleged to characterise his earlier work appear 

to characterise it, namely, if thinking orients itself to identity, trying to subsume and 

assimilate what is non-identical, how can we ever do justice to the other qua other? 

If instrumental reason penetrates so deeply into the form of thought as such, then 

what hope is there of escaping its clutches? It is here that Adorno’s critics once 

again see aporia and performative contradiction, for if thought itself is inherently 

identifying in the way Adorno is said to conceive it, then there again appears to be no 

grounds for discursively articulating this fact in a way that does not itself succumb to 

the very phenomenon being critiqued: critique is self-undermining. All that is left 

for Adorno, according to this line of thought, is to seek refuge in the non-conceptual, 

variously conceived as mimesis, elite forms of art, or mysticism.

Section 2.

Challenging the Habermassian Reception of Adorno.

5.2.1
Introduction.

Our all too brief survey of the salient themes of Adorno’s thought here gives us 

an initial impression of what is at stake in the contest with Habermas. Adorno’s 

critique of enlightenment is both wide-ranging and penetrating and there is no doubt 

that his writings are characterised by an unmistakable melancholic tone. The 

question which we need to address now, however, is how justified is Habermas in his 

account of Adorno’s work as offering nothing much better than a counter- 

Enlightenment scepticism and irrationalism?

On a superficial reading it is easy to find support for the kind of objections that 

Habermas launches at Adorno, and the ready availability in Adorno's texts of the 

kinds of comments that Habermas accuses him of making has to be one of the 

reasons why Habermas's reading has become so influential. Adorno frequently 

makes remarks such as “reified consciousness has become total” (ND: 346);
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“[e]nlightenment is totalitarian” (DoE: 6); “rationality today is the rationality of 

domination” (DoE 95); or in which he identifies our age with such phenomena as the 

“liquidation of the individual” (MM: 129). However, the superficiality of this 

reading must be insisted upon if we are to recover Adorno’s thought from its 

distortion at the hands of Habermas.

Adorno is, on all accounts, an unusually difficult philosopher to read. If one 

manages to get beyond the turgid and often cryptic style, one has then to digest the 

tightly packed ideas and insights that are often pitched at the highest levels of 

philosophical abstraction. Perhaps it is understandable, then, if people opt for what 

may seem to be Habermas’s significantly less demanding second-hand account, 

especially for those only tangentially interested in critical theory. But even the more 

sophisticated of contemporary critical theorists have tended to buy Habermas’s line, 

including Wellmer, Benhabib, Honneth and Cooke.9 As Zuidervaart has claimed, 

there is now a “veritable army of critical theorists who regard Dialectic of 

Enlightenment as the nadir of the Frankfurt School from whose abyssal aporias all 

must be rescued.” (Zuidervaart, 2007: 108).

Fortunately, there has been emerging in recent times a growing body of 

scholarship that has begun to challenge Habermassian hegemony here and see in 

Adorno a much more nuanced and a much more philosophically serious figure than 

Habermas's interpretation would allow (e.g. Bernstein 2001; O’Connor 2005; Foster 

2007; Jarvis, 1998; Morris 2001; Zuidervaart, 2007). Such a body has been 

encouraged by a flurry of relatively recent scholarship by the likes of Edmund 

Jephcott, Rodney Livingstone and Rold Tiedemann who have made many of 

Adorno’s previously unpublished lectures available to an English audience for the 

first time, and re-translated existing works whose original rendering fell short of the 

standards demanded by the complexities and nuanced nature of Adorno’s thought, 

and his notorious style.

This new body of literature ought to help a new generation of Adorno scholars 

to see that while it may be stretching credibility to attempt to defend Dialectic of 

Enlightenment as an exemplar of philosophical and political optimism, there exists

9 Zuidervaart (2007: 109/10) provides textual evidence to support this claim in the case of Wellmer, 
Benhabib and Honneth. In the case of Cooke, there also appears very little deviation from the 
standard Habermassian line; (see, e.g. Cooke, 2006:191, 216, n.5).
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nonetheless a significant gap between Adorno and Horkheimer’s real intent as 

expressed in that work, and in subsequent ones, and the picture that opens up as a 

result of Habermas’s interpretation. In what follows we will begin to substantiate 

this claim with reference to some salient themes. At the same time, our re-reading 

can be taken as providing indication of the form we believe critical theory ought to 

take.

5.2.2

The Significance of Dialectics.

Firstly, the issue of dialectics, conspicuously absent from Habermas, has to be 

recovered. Adorno employs a dialectical ontology that is clearly heavily indebted to 

Hegel. The dialectical approach differs from a standard non-dialectical one by 

seeing reality as constituted by dynamic processes and internal relations, as opposed 

to static entities or atomistic events. This view is underpinned by the Hegelian 

notion of becoming, which constitutes the basic meta-category of Hegel’s logic.

In the Science of Logic (1969)10 Hegel demonstrated how fundamental 

ontological categories, such as e.g. being, quality, something, finitude, could not be 

given any determinate meaning in isolation from their contraries, i.e. nothing, 

quantity, other, infinity. In each case the contrary and its affirmative counterpart 

(antithesis and thesis) are seen to mutually mediate one another entailing that the 

categories, while distinct in one respect, are in a fundamental respect also identical. 

they can be said to share an identity in difference. The Logic follows the movement 

of thought as it progressively determines the categories from the most elementary - 

that of pure being. In each case, as the impossibility of positing sets of categories in 

isolation is recognised, or, what is the same thing, as the underlying unity in 

difference between the categories is apprehended, new categories emerge to express 

this unity, only subsequently to generate further contradictions of their own, once 

analysis is directed at them.

Hegel demonstrates this in the Logic firstly with the transition from 

indeterminate or “pure” being to the category of determinate being, and then to the 

categories of something and finitude (Hegel 1969; McTaggart 1986). Hegel thinks

101 adhere principally to McTaggert's reconstruction of Hegel's Science of Logic in McTaggert, 1986.
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that when we think of being with no determinations at all, i.e. pure being, we cannot 

do so without at the same time implying the category of nothing, or negation, which 

is nothing more than the absence of all positive determination. From the perspective 

of pure being or pure negation taken in isolation, nothing can be said to exist accept 

what their categories posit, and neither admits of being determined by its contrary. 

Each claims totality for its own existence - considered as an sich (for-itself). Once 

thought recognises, however, that pure being and negation cannot be thought of 

singly without presupposing the other, it is also led to recognise that becoming 

determinate involves a necessary relationship to what it is not (becoming “fur sich" 

and “fiir einander" (for themselves and for each other). Essentially, Hegel thinks, 

then, that it is impossible to think of a thing as a determinate something without 

simultaneously being able to say of that something that it is not an other. In this 

case, otherness is seen to inhere in the very nature of any determinate being, which is 

to say that otherness is constitutive of being.

Another way of looking at this is through Hegel’s analysis of the judgment 

form as presented in the Logic and in the Phenomenology where the copula “is” is 

subject to dialectical investigation. Here the expression “Gold is a metal” (1969: 

651), or “God is being” (in PoM: 121; PoG: 51) for example, implies, if taken at 

face-value, a complete identification of the subject and the predicate in the judgment. 

Such identification tends to suppress not only the fact that many other metals may 

fall under the predicate apart from gold, but also that gold has other qualities apart 

from being a metal - being precious, of a certain density and weight, having a 

peculiar texture and colour, for example, as well as all those other determinations 

that as yet have no conceptual correlate. Once this is recognised it becomes equally 

necessary to assert that gold is not metal, not in the sense that metal is not one of 

gold’s determinations, but in the sense that metal and gold are not completely 

identical, expressing thereby the moment of non-identity between subject and 

predicate (Dudley, 2002: 43).

In Hegel, dialectical or speculative thinking is a mode of thinking which tries 

to reverse this inherent positivist tendency of thought to identify with its object in an 

immediate subsumptive fashion, for the purpose of attaining a more mediated and, 

for that reason, more concrete, qualitatively richer experience of the object in its 

otherness. Dialectics does this via the power of negation. This could be said to be

211



the politically most powerful figure of Hegel’s (and a fortiori Adorno’s) thought and 

one of the reasons why recent commentators have pointed to the Logic rather than 

the explicitly political writings such as the Philosophy of Right as the best way of 

appropriating Hegel politically (Dudley, 2002; Nancy, 2002; Wallace, 2005;).

This becomes clear if we consider the example of the infamous Doppelsatz in 

the Philosophy of Right - ‘Was verniinftig ist, das ist wirklich; und was wirklich ist, 

das ist vernunftig,\ which is a good example of a speculative proposition (Rose, 

1981: 81). The more sensitive translations render “wirklich” as “actual”, rather than 

the Dyde translation which renders it “real”. But understanding this is still not 

sufficient to understand the speculative force of the phrase. Hegel states clearly in 

the preface to the Philosophy of Right that the work presupposes an understanding of 

his logic. Yet this has not deterred those who, like, most famously, Bertrand Russell, 

wilfully read such phrases out of context as instances of apologia for 

authoritarianism.

Consulting the Logic as Hegel enjoins us to, then, leads us to see that 

“Wirchlichkeit” has a very specific sense for Hegel and is not synonymous with mere 

“existence”. This means that something can exist and yet still not be “wirklich” - 

actual or real". Wirklichkeit is the unity of essence and existence (Hegel, 1969: 

529), where “essence” refers to a thing’s underlying rational structure (Hardimon, 

2008: 53). To the extent that a thing does not yet express its essence, as long as 

essence does not yet exist, that thing remains within a context of “blofie 

Erscheinung” - mere illusion, or appearance (Hegel, 1892: 207-09; 258). This 

simply reflects the speculative nature of ordinary speech, for Hegel, “which declines 

to give the name of real poet or real statesman to a poet or a statesman who can do 

nothing really meritorious or reasonable” (Hegel, 1892: 259). Thus, applied to the 

existence of the Prussian State of Hegel’s time, the proposition does not tell us that 

that State is rational, but rather nothing more “authoritarian” than that the Prussian 

people had the State that they deserved (Engles, 1941:10)

What is rational, then, is the development of the Idea in its necessity - the full 

flourishing of things through the realisation of their rational essence. But the 

realisation of a thing’s rational essence also depends on a thing finding the

11 "everything which is not reasonable must on that very ground cease to be held actual" (Hegel,
1892: 259)
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appropriate relation vis-a-vis the whole of which it is a part - between particular and 

universal. It is this emphasis on reality as a dynamic whole that also necessitates a 

dialectical logic, for a given thing is always more than its actual manifestation 

suggests. As Adorno states this point, in a line that clearly shows the Hegelian 

nature of his thinking here:

“Every entity is more than it is.... there is no entity whose determination and 

self-determination does not require something else, something which the entity 

itself is not; for by itself alone it would not be definable. It therefore points 

beyond itself.” (ND: 102).

Thus a given thing must be understood as an “immanent universal”12, as 

opposed to a token. An immanent universal is a thing understood, we might say, 

with both horizontal (social-relational) and vertical (historical) depth. Attempting to 

understand a thing in its concreteness involves tracing, phenomenologically, all the 

constitutive connections that go to make up what the thing essentially is. As Foster 

intimates, tracing an immanent universal is more akin to understanding the role of a 

note within a melody than a species of a genus (Foster, 2007: 119).

Because what constitutes a thing as a qualitatively unique individual - an 

“immanent” or “concrete” universal” - is the relation in which that individual stands 

to the whole, and because a proper apprehension of that individual involves 

phenomenologically tracing out the full network of historical and cultural 

connections within which the individual is embedded, or upon which it is dependent, 

a dialectical approach is uniquely suitable to counter the overwhelming tendency 

within thought to identify too readily concept and thing, allowing for the negation of 

premature and partial forms of reconciliation between subject and object, for the sake 

of realising increasingly more inclusive ones (Foster, 2007: 11-13).

Dialectic, we remind ourselves, is a mode of thinking that uncovers the 

dependencies that constitute a thing, but which are often hidden from view. It also 

attempts to comprehend a thing in its movement and evolution. On a standard 

analytical or atomistic and representationalist conception, concepts may be seen to

12 See Foster (2007) for an account of immanent universal. "Immanent universal" is simply a variant 
of Hegel's "concrete universal" (see e.g. Hegel, 1969: 739).
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track their objects in a straightforward manner, on the basis of a simple one-to-one 

correspondence between word and thing, yielding a taxonomy of words for every 

detectable object, as, for example, with Habermas’s typologies of action. On the 

dialectical view however, reality is essentially processual, consisting of internally 

related moments whereby each moment is mediated by its relation to the whole. This 

problematises the view of a thing as identical and fully self-determinate because 

what a thing is not will always be partly constitutive of what it is\ non-identity is 

constitutive of identity (e.g. Hegel, 1969: 185).

To be sure, Adorno took himself to be correcting Hegel and criticised what he 

saw to be Hegel’s eventual lapse into positivism or identity-thinking by seeing the 

termination of dialectics in a final state of absolute reconciliation between subject 

and object (ND: 182-187). In contrast, Adorno aimed to emphasise the non- 

conceptual over the concept, the object over the subject, the particular over the 

universal and the negative over the positive: “The matters of true philosophical 

interest at this point in history are those in which Hegel, agreeing with tradition, 

expressed his disinterest. They are the non-conceptual, individuality, and 

particularity.” (ND: 20).

This view of Hegel as exhibiting absolutist and positivist tendencies in spite of 

himself is one shared by Habermas, and also, as we saw, Benhabib, although it is not 

shared by all Hegel commentators (e.g. Pippin, 1997; Rose, 1987, Dudley 2002; 

Wallace, 2005). Regardless of who is right in this dispute, it is important to see that 

Adorno really achieves his aims only by radicalising the negative moments already 

present in Hegel’s thought. As Cornell neatly puts it, Adorno’s thought is an 

“unleashing of the truth of Hegelianism”, (2000: 153).

5.2.3
Adorno and Style.

Now, the attempt to give expression to the non-identical through a turn to 

aesthetic experience, to re-enervate the material and somatic aspects of cognition for 

the purposes of combating formalism, reification and instrumentalism, is present in 

Adorno’s style of writing itself. Indeed, as is not difficult to see, Adorno’s writings 

are highly stylised and are characterised by a heavily rhetorical use of language.

214



This is one of the main reasons why he is notoriously difficult to comprehend, and 

unsurprisingly easy to misread. But what we have said so far ought to go some way 

to indicating why that is or must be the case. For if identity-thinking is so entrenched 

in our customary modes of expression, less conventional ways of thinking and 

writing would have to be devised in the attempt to try and avoid it. As Foster argues, 

this means that an Adomian text is:

“more like a process than a set of explicit theses [where] the focus is on what 

the author is able to show in the arrangement of specific theses, rather than the 

explicit communicable content.... Any defence of the notorious obscurity of 

Adorno’s style would have to begin with this insight.” (2007: 17).

Again, at the beginning of her groundbreaking study on Adorno - The 

Melancholy Science (1978) - Gillian Rose remarked that one cannot understand 

Adorno’s thought without understanding the centrality of style (Rose, 1978: Ch.l). 

As a manner of doing things, a form of organising contents, style is often bound with 

the dominant norms of the social formation out of which they are generated. We 

have already suggested how Adorno thinks that identity-thinking cannot be separated 

from a form of life based on commodity exchange and bourgeois legal categories, 

and if one wants to critique such a society it is necessary to find new and different 

forms of expression and experience to those that simply help reproduce that form of 

life. We may consider three stylistic devices operative in Adorno’s works in 

particular: exaggeration, chiasmus and parataxis.

i) Exaggeration.

Adorno engages in a deliberate use of exaggeration throughout his texts, for 

example when he claims in Dialectic of Enlightenment that modernity brings about 

the “abolition of the individual” (DoE: 124), or that “enlightenment is totalitarian” 

(DoE: 4), or in Minima Moralia when he says such things as “Dwelling... is now 

impossible” (MM: 38), or “the whole is the false” (MM: 50). In Honneth’s (2007: 

60) words, exaggeration constitutes “the rhetorical attempt through which a certain 

characteristic is presented in a grotesque or shrill way, in order to make something
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visible that would otherwise remain hidden in the horizon of accepted meanings.” 

Howard Rouse (2005: 43) points out that the tactical use of exaggeration and 

hyperbole is intended to generate a motivated “shock” in the reader for the sake of 

instigating an awareness of the necessarily contingent nature of conditions which 

may otherwise be taken as natural and thus inescapable. The progressive dialectical 

critique of forms of “natural consciousness”, we recall, is the core objective of 

Hegel’s Phenomenology where what was initially considered immediate and given is 

shown, on reflection, to have been (always already) mediated.

This is the same “methodological” model being used to good effect in Dialectic 

of Enlightenment and the calculated use of exaggeration is for the purpose of 

disturbing a “natural” consciousness grown used to seeing its condition as fixed and 

unchangeable in a reified and bureaucratically administered world. Thus, it is really 

a cheap point when those critics of Adorno and Horkheimer claim that because they 

(Adorno and Horkheimer) thought that reification had become “total”, they were left 

with no grounds for their own critical insights. “Total” has to be understood here 

figuratively, not literally. If they had intended their comments literally, then their 

project surely would have been pointless and self-refuting. That much was as 

obvious to Adorno and Horkheimer as it ought to be to us now.

The point about exaggeration is linked to another that we have already made. 

This is the point that Hegelian dialectics adheres to a distinction between essence and 

existence; Wirklichkeit, or actuality, being the unity of the two. This yields a 

fundamentally stratified conception of reality where what is real and what (currently) 

exists are not identical. Besides what (currently) exists there is also the potential 

lying dormant within it. It is this potential that allows the authors to claim, as they 

do, for example, at the beginning of Dialectic of Enlightenment that they intend to 

enact reflection on the regressive aspects of enlightenment as preparation for “a 

positive concept of enlightenment which liberates it from its entanglement in blind 

domination.” (DE: xviii). Or, in Negative Dialectics when it is claimed that the 

existence of false consciousness “holds out a promise that it will be possible to avoid 

it - that it will not last; that a false consciousness must inevitably move beyond itself; 

that it cannot have the last word.” (ND: 346). Exaggeration is a rhetorical tool 

employed for instigating an awareness of this.
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ii) Parataxis and Chiasmus as Rhetorical Devices.

Two other stylistic devices frequently employed by Adorno are those of 

parataxis and its associated form, chiasmus (Bernstein, 2001: 356; Rose, 1978: 13; 

Jarvis, 1998: 140). Parataxis is a form of writing, typical in poetry and modernist 

literature, which tends to use simple and short sentences or clauses in quick 

succession, often in twos, without a use of conjunction, thereby disturbing the usual 

logical and syntactical order within the sentence.
IT

Chiasmus, familiar in biblical texts works specifically through a juxtaposition 

of two or more statements, whereby the order of expression in the first is inverted in 

the second, i.e. AB BA. This is the device operative in such phrases as “Myth is 

already enlightenment: enlightenment reverts to myth”; “the subject is the object, the 

object is the subject”; “history is nature, nature is history” and should be seen 

generally as a mechanism for conveying dialectical insights.

Paratactic and chiastic writing are both attempts to represent this different view 

of reality. By presenting statements in quick yet disjointed succession (parataxis) or 

by juxtaposing two inverted expressions (chiasm), Adorno attempts to illuminate 

aspects of reality holistically and dynamically conceived, while simultaneously 

respecting the inevitable element of non-identity between concept and object, a 

respect absent from positivist and natural forms of consciousness alike. Thus both 

techniques are attempts to resist the phenomenon of reification characteristic of 

positivism and natural consciousness, which means resisting the misidentification of 

essentially contingent (social and historical) relations and processes for fixed, 

atomistic and invariant things. Both the two opposing terms of a chiasmus are 

meant to be taken as, at once, identical and non-identical, i.e. speculatively, in that 

they share some common features while being distinct (but never wholly distinct) in 

other ways. As Gillian Rose points out: “The use of chiasmus stresses the 

transmutation of processes into entities which is the fundamental theme of Adorno’s 

work. He presents this theme in this way in order to avoid turning processes into

13 For example, Mathew 19:30, "The first shall be last, and the last shall be first''.
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entities himself.” (1978: 13). The idea is that by separating off and treating each 

side of the dialectic as pure and unmediated, myth as wholly irrational, and 

enlightenment as wholly rational, we hypostatise both and then fail to grasp their 

concrete embeddedness in historical practices, and thus their social and political 

negotiability.

Seen in this light we must argue then that it is not correct to say that Adorno 

operates with a concept of instrumental reason as total; admittedly, instrumental 

reason has become entrenched in modem society and culture to an extent that it 

implicates the very tools we would use to comprehend and critique it. This clearly 

leads to a problematisation of philosophy which is one of the strengths of Adorno’s 

account. But a problematisation of philosophy is not the same as claiming the death 

of philosophy as a discursive and conceptual enterprise. But it is precisely this that 

Habermas, essentially, claims. Again, Adomo tells us, “philosophy demands a 

rational critique of reason, not its banishment or abolition.” (ND: 85).

Instrumental reason is not all there is to reason, but rather it coexists in 

dialectical tension with a more emphatic, non-instrumental concept of reason. This 

emphatic sense of reason, which is coterminous in Adorno’s thought with 

(speculative) reconciliation, is both immanent and transcendent. It is immanent in 

the sense that is only realisable in concrete history through confrontation with its 

opposite, yet it is transcendent in the sense that it can never be wholly discursively 

captured.

Secondly, as Bernstein (2001) has quite clearly and thoroughly demonstrated, 

when Adomo appears to be attacking conceptuality as such, he is more often 

attacking a particular view of conceptuality, namely, the subsuming judgment model, 

or the “simple concept”, which we have already noted above. Thirdly, we can never 

lose sight of the dialectical nature of Adorno’s thought which means that although he 

is calling against Hegel for a reconsideration of the particular, the non-conceptual 

and the individual, this is only because they have been lost in the focus on the 

general the conceptual and the universal. Dialectics would simultaneously seek to 

prevent either side of this equation from being subsumed under the other by 

negotiating a proper, reciprocal mediation of the two.

In his attacks on the concept in Negative Dialectics then, Adorno is arguing not 

against conceptuality as such, but against a particular kind of concept modelled after
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the determining judgment, and objecting to the pervasive assumption that this 

“simple” concept exhausts cognitively significant experience. Adorno wants to resist 

this view of conceptuality which means developing an account, a much richer 

account, of cognitive experience which does justice not only to thought’s classifying 

function, but to its capacity to express or disclose aspects of the world which would 

remain hidden to or external to identity thinking. In Yvonne Sherratt’s evocative 

words, dialectics is an attempt to go beyond the hard identities of classificatory 

thought and “let the object speak for itself in the poetic glimmer of silence between 

the noises of identification” (Sherratt, 2005: 214). It is in order to achieve this that 

explains much of Adorno’s preoccupation with aesthetics, and in particular, Kant’s 

notion of reflecting judgment, to which we shall turn in a moment.

Again, it is not correct to assimilate Adomo to Nietzsche and postmodern 
scepticism14. Adomo does not conflate power and reason but sees power as one 

tendency within reason. The crucial difference separating Adorno from counter- 

Enlightenment irrationalism, especially those forms that take leave from Nietzschean 

and Heideggerian fatalism, is his belief in the power of reason to reflect on its 

dialectical relationship to power and self-preservation, thus reducing their hold on 

reason.

“The prehistory of reason, that it is a moment of nature and yet something else, 

has become the immanent definition of reason. It is natural as the 

psychological force split off for purposes of self-preservation; once split off 

and contrasted with nature, it also becomes nature’s otherness. But if dialectics 

irrepressibly turns reason into the antithesis of nature, if the nature in reason 

itself is forgotten, reason will be self-preservation running wild and will regress 

to nature. It is only as reflection upon that self-preservation that reason would 

be above nature.” (ND: 289).

Whether there can be an ultimate escape from the dominating tendency within 

reason, a final reconciliation, is something that Adomo does not really answer, and

14 Foster (1007: 7) makes a convincing case, based on Adorno's only recently published lectures on 
negative dialectics, that Nietzsche did not have the influence on Adorno that is sometimes supposed 
and that Bergson, in fact, had a much more significant impact.
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he is right not to do so, for this is a task for historically situated social and political 

agency. This is not to say that reason for Adorno is constitutively aporetic, as 

Habermas’s followers would have us believe (Wellmer, 2000: 190/1). The aporia at 

the heart of reason, for Adorno, is not a constitutive but a contingent one, which 

means that its efficacy is historically negotiable, contingent on acts of reflection that 

would diminish its hold and enhance the space for humanity and for freedom.

Section 3.

Implications of Our Analysis for Critical Theory.

5.3.1
Art, Autonomy, Utopia.

In general, Adorno stands in a long line of post-Kantian thinkers from Schiller 

on who turn to aesthetics as the corrector of modern forms of functionalism, 

formalism, atomisation and alienation. In this tradition, aesthetics has often been 

thought of as a sort of prolegomena to politics in its capacity to develop moral 

sensibilities and sound ethical judgment.1'^ Indeed, as Houlgate notes, Hegel’s early 

writings are replete with references to the importance of aesthetics, pointing out that 

for the early Hegel “the highest act of reason is actually a creative, aesthetic act, and 

that Kant’s ‘Ideas’ of practical reason have to be presented in the aesthetic-religious 

form of a mythology, if they are to be made “sensible” and to have ‘interest for the 

people’” (Houlgate, 1998: 25/6). Art, of course, is one of the crucial developmental 

moments of the Phenomenology, prior to the acquisition of the kind of philosophical 

knowing that Hegel refers to as absolute knowing. What is of interest to note is that 

this tradition of thought takes off from Kant’s own very “unKantian” third Critique - 

the Critique of Judgment. And this is Adorno’s reference point too.

In the third Critique (Kant, 2001: 15), Kant makes a crucial distinction between 

determining and reflecting judgment. The determining model of judgment is the

Schiller's On the Aesthetic Education of Man (2004) exemplifies this. Schlegel, Holderlin and 
Novalis also stand in this tradition, as do, in more complex ways, Schelling and Hegel (see Bernstein, 
1993).
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form of judgment that dominates most of Kant’s writings apart from the third 

Critique. This is the model of subsumption, of a particular under a pre-given 

universal (§1.1.4), and which Adorno would associate with identity-thinking 

(Adorno, 1997: 140, 165, 331). Reflecting judgment, on the other hand, is a form of 

cognition in which the passive and material or intuitive moment is dominant and, as 

such, there is no subsumption of particular under universal, or domination of 

intuition by concept, but rather a “free play” of intuition in which a particular is 

given and a concept then has to be found:

“If the universal (the rule, the principle, the law) is given, then the judgment 

which subsumes the particular under it is determinative... if, however, only the 

particular is given and the universal has to be found for it, then the judgment is 

simply reflective” (Kant, 2001: 66).

The theory of reflective judgment arises out of the recognition of the limits of 

the determining judgment model. If all there is to cognition is simply subsuming 

particulars under general rules then we are left with the embarrassment of trying to 

explain how we come to understand how to apply the rules to particular cases; how 

we first come to see that this particular is an instance of a general type. According to 

the principles of determining judgment we would need a further set of rules in order 

to inform us as to how to apply the first order rules, and so on leading to the 

infinitely regressive search for ever more general rules. Moreover, the notion of 

determining judgment cannot explain novelty in experience, instances for which no 

concepts as yet exist (Bernstein, 2001: 300-10; Ferrara, 1999: 6-10).

Thus, the cultivation of reflective judgment, or aesthetic experience generally, 

provides for an engagement with the object in a more concrete and primordial 

fashion opening up aspects of the object that otherwise remain suppressed by the 

subsuming and classificatory logic of identity-thinking (Adorno, 1997: 140, 165). 

Not only does it tend towards particulars qua particulars, rather than as significations 

of a rule, but it also engages the material and somatic dimensions of experience in a 

way that determining judgment cannot (Bernstein, 2001: Ch.6). According to 

Bernstein (2001: Ch.6) these dimensions prove crucial for countering the experience 

of disenchantment and the destruction of experience wrought by instrumental reason.
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In this way, aesthetic judgment should be seen as continuous with the speculative 

and dialectical forms of thought that we have already encountered. Both are aimed at 

enlivening aspects of experience suppressed by formal-analytical or typological 

reason.

For Adorno, then, aesthetic experience is a means for resisting instrumental 

reason and the suffering it generates (Morris, 2001: Ch.5). It is in this respect that art 

takes on both ethical and political dimensions. It does this by awakening capacities 

for mimesis - a non-dominating, non-violative form of relation to the other - and by 

offering a promise of a better and more fulfilled life, one no longer dominated by the 

principle of exchange16. Works of art transcend the domain of the fungible, which is 

why, echoing Kant’s definition of art as purposiveness without purpose,

“there is no answer that would convince someone who would ask such 

questions as ‘Why imitate something?’ or ‘Why tell a story as if it were true 

when obviously the facts are otherwise and it just distorts reality?’ Artworks 

fall helplessly mute before the question ‘What’s it for?’ and before the 

reproach that they are actually pointless.” (1997: 121).

It is through this radically non-instrumental nature of art, and the demand for a 

certain “self-denial” that aesthetic experience involves, that helps cultivate a capacity 

to approach the Other in a non-instrumental, non-violative way. Artworks, to remain 

artworks, have to be comprehended rather than consumed, and this requires that a 

certain critical distance be observed between the ego and its alter - a respect for the 

“aura” of the Other. It is this distance that in fact allows us to achieve a greater 

ethical intimacy with our object than would be available without it. Adorno refers to 

this state as “distanced nearness” (MM: 90) and is very close to what he, and Hegel, 

meant by autonomy - being by oneself in otherness.

i) Are All These Things Irrational?

16 "...art holds up to the world of everything-for-something-else images of what it itself would be if it 
would were emancipated from the schemata of imposed identification. Yet... as the image of what is 
beyond exchange, it suggests that not everything in the world is exchangeable. On behalf of what 
cannot be exchanged art must through its form bring the exchangeable to critical self- 
consciousness." (Adorno, 1997: 83; see also Morris, 2001: 168-78; see also Cornell, 2000: Ch.6).
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What especially needs to be highlighted at this juncture, is the fact that 

Adorno’s turn to aesthetics should not be seen, in the dismissive manner that 

Habermas and some his followers would see it, as a retreat to the a-conceptual or 

irrational; it is rather a recovery of that moment that lies behind all concept 

formation, but which the determinate judgment model suppresses. The emphasis is 

on a recovery of what has been suppressed rather than replacement (Foster, 2007), 

and the aim is to unite the two in a much richer account of experience which Adorno 

sees as tantamount to providing a voice for the non-identical, the otherwise excluded. 

J. M. Bernstein (2001: 320) refers to that kind of concept which unites both 

expressive, material aspects and formal, analytical aspects, the “complex concept”, 

as opposed to the simple concept considered above.

The statements made by Adorno on the rational and conceptual aspects of 

aesthetic experience are too numerous to miss by anybody who cares to read his 

works. In Negative Dialectics Adomo refers repeatedly to the importance of 

discursivity and conceptual thought, at one point chastising Husserl for failing to 

recognise discursivity as an “inalienable element of thought” (ND: 70), while at 

another, reprimanding Heidegger for his departures from reason: “Today, as in 

Kant’s time,” he says, “philosophy demands a rational critique of reason, not its 

banishment or abolition.” (ND: 85).

Likewise, in Aesthetic Theory (1997), Adorno is adamant that aesthetic 

experience is not to be thought of as non-rational: “Art is rationality that criticizes 

rationality without withdrawing from it; art is not something prerational or irrational, 

which would peremptorily condemn it as untruth in the face of the entanglement of 

all human activity in the social totality” (Adorno, 1997: 55). Thus the concept is not 

banished from art, it just relates to intuition in a different manner than does the 

determining or classifying concept:

“No analysis of important works could possibly prove their pure intuitability, 

for they are all pervaded by the conceptual... The concept is as indispensably 

intermixed in art as it is in language, though in art the concept becomes 

qualitatively other than collection of characteristics shared by empirical 

objects. The intermixture of concepts is not identical with asserting the
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conceptuality of art; art is no more concept than it is intuition, and it is 

precisely thereby that art protests against their separation.” (1997: 96).

The particular relation of concept to intuition here means that art is always left 

with a residue, of something that is felt but cannot quite be discursively captured, or 

made fully communicatively transparent, in contrast to Habermassian ideal speech. 

Adorno refers to this element as the “spirit” of art (1997: 116). It is this element that 

carries the non-identical in experience and which thereby hints at the possibility of a 

better world - art’s utopian promise.

5.3.2

Dialectics and Dependency.

We began with Benjamin’s reflections on the idea of the destruction of 

experience in modernity and argued that this also forms a central problematic of 

Adorno’s works. The idea of the destruction of experience is multifaceted, and is 

linked to a nexus of causal forces, such as societal atomisation, scientific rationalism, 

commodification, the principle of utility and of exchange, bourgeois property 

relations, and ultimately to the impulse to self-preservation and its institutional 

manifestation in instrumental reason.

One of the features of emphatic experience that both Benjamin and Adorno 

stress is the passive, and material or somatic aspect. And the consequence of this is a 

greater awareness of the moment of dependency in human life. The essence of this 

dependency refers not only to the dependency of concept on intuition, the present on 

the past, subject on object, or even subject on subject; it is all those things but more: 

it is a radical existential dependency that permeates all areas of life. Such 

dependency has been a theme throughout our critique of Habermas’s Kantianism. It 

was present, as we saw, in Hegel’s Logic expressed as the constitutive moments of 

negation at the heart of the concept, and then in the Phenomenology expressed as 

not-yet-recognised existential inter-dependency of the two figures party to the 

Master/Slave dialectic and later, Judging and Acting Consciousness (§1.2.4).

It is this fact of dependency that Adorno refers to when in Aesthetic Theory 

(1997: 144) he speaks of art as inhabiting a “guilt-context of the living”, or in
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Negative Dialectics (6) when he says, “Dialectics is the consistent sense of non

identity. It does not begin by taking a standpoint. My thought is driven to it by its 

own inevitable insufficiency, by my guilt of what I am thinking.” This is a guilt, 

debt, responsibility (Schuld) to the Other qua Other which always already exists by 

virtue of the seifs dependency and desire. As Bernstein puts it:

“To experience such guilt, debt, or need with respect to the object of thought is 

a tacit acknowledgment that what gives me to thought, arouses me, draws me 

to reflection, is not itself thought but its object. It is precisely the recognition 

that the object of thought has a claim against me.” (Bernstein, 2001: 231).

This recognition of the Other’s claim on me points to the normative 

foundations of Adorno’s thought. The normativity involved here, however, is not 

one that must be extraneously imposed like a Kantian sollen, nor one rooted merely 

in the pragmatic presuppositions of speech; it is one rather that is rooted in the very 

fabric of human experience as such, and specifically the experience of non-identity, 

as Hammer states, “in the claim that every particular has of being non-identical to its 

concept: it is the integrity of the object, its vulnerable uniqueness, which ultimately 

forms the source of ethical moral, political and even epistemic normativity.” 

(Hammer, 2006: 154).

The ethical and political implications of this ontology of dependency, while 

never spelt out explicitly by Adorno, are nonetheless profound and far-reaching. 

They clearly go beyond a standard privatised liberal ethic of personal responsibility 

for one’s own intentional acts, or a proceduralist commitment to the norms of ideal 

speech. For Adorno conceives of responsibility for the other almost as a 

foundational ethical-existential fact, a fact which renders us always already guilty for 

the Other’s well-being. It is the role of a negative dialectics and of critical-aesthetic 

experience to attune us to this fact of radical dependency on our object.

In light of this significance of dependence it may seem odd that Habermas 

would seek to build his paradigm shift upon the claim that Adorno and Hegel were 

trapped in a paradigm of consciousness, or a subject/object model of thought. In 

particular, this is questionable on a couple of counts. Firstly, as Pippin (1997: 162) 

has pointed out, the many differences that exist between the “program common to
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Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume and Husserl on the one hand, and Kant’s... and its 

descendents, on the other” challenges the very idea of a single paradigm of 

consciousness. Secondly, as Hammer (2006: 151/2) has argued, Adorno and Hegel’s 

thought was actually directed against crude representationalism and subject/object 

thinking, subjecting that type of thinking to immanent critique, revealing it as an 

abstraction that was always already fused with sociality and inter-subjectivity from 

the start. This was the point of Hegel’s first chapter in the Phenomenology on sense- 

certainty and gains an echo in quotes like the following from Adorno:

“’My’ ego is in truth already an abstraction, and anything but the original 

experience that Husserl claims it is.... Tntersubjectivity is posited along in it, 

only not as an arbitrary pure possibility, but rather as the real condition for 

being I, without which the limitation to my ego cannot be understood.” 

(Quoted in Hammer, 2006: 150).

Here, inter-subjectivity is suggested as the condition for the possibility of 

subjectivity. But this is a different model of the relation between inter-subjectivity 

and subjectivity than Habermas’s. Firstly, there is no suggestion here that 

subjectivity, while grounded in inter-subjectivity, is reducible to it. We might think 

of subjectivity as emergent from inter-subjectivity (as well as from our biological 

inheritance) but as still embodying irreducible properties and powers. This is 

suggested by the primacy afforded to the power of recognition in dialectical critical 

theory. Secondly, as we have seen (§2.1.2), Habermas tends to reduce inter

subjectivity to speech, or overt acts of linguistic communication, generating a 

minimalist and formalist discourse ethic as a result. For Adorno, on the other hand, 

inter-subjectivity is a much more experientially rich affair and the ethical and 

political implications consequently go much further.
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5.3.3

Dialectical Politics.

Adorno does not give us an explicit, positive theory of justice, or any explicitly 

articulated account of how to attain a better world, but that does not mean that a 

concern for justice or “right living” does not thoroughly permeate his thinking. 

Achieving a fair society where, for example, the private appropriation of surplus 

product is eliminated, freedom and humanity expanded, and the conditions arrived at 

where the barbarism that characterised the Holocaust could never happen again, are 

central parts of that.17 Adorno is concerned with human suffering in the broadest 

sense of the term, and would resist the reduction of critique or politics to a 

proceduralist account of justice. As Bernstein states, Habermas’s conception of 

justice as the impartiality of a discursively attained agreement, like similar liberal- 

formalist conceptions:

“sublimate[s] into a normative ideal the political struggle of the indigent 

subject against a dominating, sovereign Universal, or, even worse, sublimate 

into procedures and modes for warranting the assertability of moral and legal 

norms the primary world reference of justice in its biblical sense.” (2005: 2).

Moreover, moral and political proceduralism can be argued to presuppose 

rather than problematise the contract of mutual indifference and a Hobbesian, 

atomistic view of human society, where justice becomes the means to the satisfaction 

of private interests, rather than an end in itself, and where the Other is reduced to an 

external limit to the expression of my own will, rather than a positive moment within 

it. In contrast, Adorno’s notion of the “guilt-context” of the living and the 

ontological primary afforded to the fact of dependence, as we have suggested, 

intimate towards a notion of ethico-political responsibility that goes far beyond that 

captured by bourgeois legal or moral categories.

Dialectical critical theory does not, like post-structuralist and post-modern

17 For example, "In society as it ought to be, barter would be not only abolished but fulfilled: no man 
would be short-changed about the yield of his labour" (ND: 296); "A new categorical imperative has 
been imposed by Hitler upon unfree mankind: to arrange their thoughts and actions so that 
Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that nothing similar will happen." (ND: 365).
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forms of critical thought, seek to eschew liberal ideals out of hand; it seeks rather to 

problematise them and to reveal their concealed conditions of possibility. Thus, 

negative dialectics tries to unlock the normative and emancipatory potential of these 

ideals by negative means, while remaining continually vigilant about the possibility 

of their corruption through their implicatedness in contexts of power. On this view, 

Habermas’s attempt to isolate a pure realm of communicative freedom and arrive at a 

“clean-hands” morality, to abstractly separate off and sanitise communicative reason 

and justice from success-oriented reason, seems naive, and dangerously so 

(Bernstein, 2005: 307). The undialectical manner in which Habermas treats his 

notion of communicative reason, can only serve to damage the ethical context of the 

whole of which such dualisms are always a part.

This can be seen on the one hand by his allowing instrumental reason and 

commodification to run unfettered in their own domains of science and work, 

legitimating them as institutional norms under the auspice of “systems rationality”. 

In this way Habermas can be seen to cede nature and labour to positivism 

propagating a dominating attitude toward nature and assuming that the attitude of 

domination and exploitation in the realms of science and work would not leave its 

mark on the dispositions of scientists and workers, or in the culture at large. In light 

of current ecological concerns this has to be seen as an alarming shortcoming of 

Habermas’s work, as well as another reason to take Adorno more seriously18. For 

Adorno, and Hegelian critical theory generally, it is the quality and form of our 

relationship to nature that largely determines the quality and form of our relations to 

ourselves and to each other.

On the other hand, communicative reason is also perverted because it falsely 

and naively assumes itself to be free of any implication in contexts of power, as if an 

ideal speech situation were feasible or even desirable. It is precisely when reason 

presumes itself liberated in this way that it is most at risk of regressing into, or 

reproducing, its other - blind power and domination. For Adorno, as with Hegel 

(recalling, again, the struggle between acting and judging consciousness (§1.2.4), any 

account of reciprocity or justice or recognition has to be mediated through 

experiences of their opposites; reciprocity always implies subjugation; justice,

18 On Adorno's relevance for green movements generally, and the "deep ecology" movement in 
particular, see Hammer (2006:171-7).
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injustice; recognition, misrecognition. And it is though concrete experiences of their 

regressive tendencies, perhaps in the form of recollection, that these ideals are best 

kept alive. The Dialectic of Enlightenment is nothing other than the reflection upon 

the regressive potentials of our dominant ideals of progress in order to more fully 

realise those ideals.

Thus, emphatic political concepts such as freedom and justice, then, are not 

self-contained and fully expressive of their object in clear analytical definitions or 

transcendental derivations; they develop concretely over time and gain their meaning 

partly in reference to what they are not. If we take an archetypal liberal 

understanding of freedom, then, as might classically be contained in the works of 

Mill, Locke or Hobbes - that freedom is enjoying the most extensive capacity to 

choose how to satisfy one’s preferences in a way that is compatible with the freedom 

of all - a dialectical position would want to challenge the identity between subject 

and predicate being posited, and aim to uncover other potential determinations of 

freedom that this definition excludes. Secondly it would seek to show that in order 

to have a real grasp of the moral force of some concept of freedom, then this would 

require having had concrete experience of its opposite - of unfreedom. As Adorno 

tells us, “[Fjreedom can be defined in negation only, corresponding to the concrete 

form of a specific unfreedom.” (ND: 231), and “[Fjreedom itself and unfreedom are 

so entangled that unfreedom is not just an impediment to freedom but a premise of its 

concept.” (ND: 265).

As Bernstein (2005: 305) has argued, dialectical critical theory gives priority to 

event and experience and not to transcendental derivations or explicit normative 

justifications. The need to provide a normative justification as to why the Holocaust 

ought never to happen again would not only have appeared wholly misguided to 

Adorno, but quite abhorrent too. Coming to understand the significance of the 

barbarism and trauma of genocide through experientially-based learning, material 

reconstruction and dramatic narrative serves the values we cherish far more than 

formal-analytical arguments. This is why, as Bernstein (2005: 305) makes clear, 

Adorno was concerned more with material exemplars of suffering, injustice, and 

misrecognition - such as the Holocaust - than formal reconstructions, as a means for
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illuminating the significance of our most valued ethico-political norms and ideals.19 

5.3.3

On Negativity and Normativity.

It is often claimed that Adorno offers us no rational or explicitly articulated 

basis from which to make normative judgments about better or worse states of 

affairs. This is implicit in the criticisms levelled at Adorno by Habermas and his 

followers. It is also a claim made by some of Adorno’s more sympathetic readers, 

such as Zuidervaart (2007) who seek to correct the deficiency in various ways. It is 

also often claimed that Adorno was too radical and too negative, not to mention too 

elitist, abstract, austere and pessimistic, allowing no space for everyday forms of 

local resistance, or any kinds of positive conceptions of the good. We would not 

want to claim there was no justification for such claims. It would be wrong-headed 

to attempt to defend Adorno for the sake of it, and not to take seriously justified 

criticisms. However, before addressing these points it is vital that we understand the 

nature of the dialectical and meta-critical enterprise.

Perhaps one of the best sources for beginning this is the explicit statements 

made in the Preface to Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, in which Hegel cautions us 

against the conceit of thinking we can construct the world anew in our own image, in 

line with abstract prescriptive models, without first understanding the world and 

recognising the rationality always already inherent within it. In his very helpful 

investigation of this aspect of Hegel’s philosophy, Bob Fine makes the following 

statement:

“Hegel attempts to reconstruct the relation between philosophy and politics in 

such a way that philosophy abandon both its disdain for the actual political 

world and its hubris of thinking that it can transform the world in accordance

19 Bernstein notes that despite Honneth's more dialectical concern to link recognition and justice to 
the experience of misrecognition and injustice, he is still wedded to a method of formal 
reconstruction. This has two consequences that an Adornian or fully dialectical conception of critical 
theory must regard as detrimental: focus is taken off the importance of experience and event; and 
the theory of misrecognition is "divorced from a theory of the fundamental mechanisms of societal 
rationalization". Bernstein argues that this can only end up "eclipsing" injustice and social suffering 
and "betraying" emphatic justice. (Bernstein, 2005: 305; 323, n.12).
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with its own abstract ideals. Political life is not a void waiting for philosophy 

to give it meaning and content. Hegel’s conception of political philosophy 

does not try to outlaw our rightful need and desire to oppose ‘what ought to be’ 

to ‘what is’, but he is against the presumption that philosophy can deduce 

‘what ought to be’ from a priori conceptions of right or from transcendental 

principles of history, morality and language, and then impose this sollen on the 

rest of us. Hegel’s philosophy... preserves the space which separates our 

understanding of political life from the practicalities of political action and 

leaves us free to make our own political choices. He does not abandon the 

struggle to bridge the gap between what is and what ought to be, but he 

addresses this gap in a way that is designed to forestall the use of violence, 

terror and annihilation to bring the ‘is’ in line with the ‘ought’. (2001: 27).

This immanent mode is equally applicable mutatis mutandis to Adorno. Meta

critique, which is what Hegel and Adorno’s models of critique are, is parasitic on its 

object. It does not eschew normativity because, for it, experience itself is already 

normative. But because this is so, it need not construct abstract models or ideal 

speech situations, but only need “look on” (§1.2.2): through a concentrated attention 

to the tensions and contradictions in the existing; through dialectical disclosure and 

recognition of the reason immanent in reality, the rose in the cross of the present is 

cultivated and freedom and humanity promoted. The cross of Hegel’s “rose in the 

cross” (1996: xxix) signifies a context of suffering, while the rose is that moment of 

reason lying immanent within, awaiting recognition and realisation. There may 

admittedly be fewer roses in Adorno’s conception of contemporary society, but 

reason is nonetheless there. We repeat the comments he makes in his own preface to 

Dialectic of Enlightenment'. “Critical thought, which does not call a halt before 

progress itself, requires us to take up the cause of the remnants of freedom, of 

tendencies toward real humanity, even though they seem powerless in face of the 

great historical trend.” (DoE: xi).

Thus, the speculative science of society, this meta-critique or negative 

dialectic, is oriented in the first place to disclosure, understanding and recognition. 

Beyond that we might also say that it aims at cognitive transformation or a “new 

sensibility” (Marcuse, 1969), one that is able to free itself from the impulse to
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dominate. It is not aimed primarily at pragmatic policy recommendations or a 

transcendental derivation of action-guiding principles, for this would compromise its 

critical distance. But this is not to say that critical theory has no real world 

implications, or that particular prescriptions or policies cannot be recommended on 

its basis, or that its insights should not be utilised for purposes of political resistance 

and social transformation. Indeed, interventions of this kind, adequately informed, 

may be seen as a proper, concrete concomitant of critical theory.

We might think of such interventions along the lines of experiments in 

“concrete utopia*’, as Ernst Bloch called them, (Geoghegan, 1995: 148). In contrast 

to abstract utopianism (Hegel's bad infinite) concrete utopianism “is grounded in, 

among other things, a keen sense of the reality and ontological primacy of 

unactualized possibility” (Hartwig, 2007: 271). This Blochian notion finds 

resonance in the thought of Roy Bhaskar who has argued for a “William Morris-type 

moment of positive concrete utopianism to stand alongside Marx’s negative 

explanatory critique.” (Bhaskar, 1993: 345) (recalling Adorno's "positive dialectic”, 

see, e.g. Sheratt, 2002)). It also manifests in such things as the so-called “Real 

Utopias Project” initiated by Eric Olin Wright (Wright, 2005). Some of these 

projects look at ways of expanding democracy to the economic domain and 

deepening it in other existing areas, socialising financial markets, and encouraging 

the growth of the so-called third sector economy. Others look at the potential of 

mutualist societies, cooperatives, and worker collectives (Vieta, 2009), such as the 

successful Mondragon Coiporation situated in the Basque region of northern Spain. 

Others may look towards counter-cultural or counter-hegemonic forms of resistance, 

continuous with Marcuse’s (1969) call for the development of a “new sensibility”. 

In this vein simply a support for an expansion of the arts and humanities or 

humanistic-oriented psychotherapies and psychoanalysis may be seen as a means for 

a “de-colonisation" of life from the imperatives of instrumental reason (Zuidervaart, 

2000a; Zuidervaart, 2000b; Morris, 2001: 179-90; Sloan, 1996; Sloan, 2000; Carr & 

Sloan, 2003).

Still other initiatives point in the direction of a cultivation of a “global ethic” or 

“new public spheres” (Zuidervaart, 2007).20 In this respect we might also mention an

20 Zuidervaart (2007) gives a good overview of attempts to resist and move beyond a liberal-capitalist 
paradigm in his Ch.6 of a book which is devoted to conceiving a "social philosophy after Adorno".
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important article by Jeffrey Alexander (2002) in which dramatic narration and 

collective remembrance of past cultural trauma, such as that surrounding the 

Holocaust, is channelled in such a way as to mohilise ethical sentiments and enliven 

moral ideals. Critical theory must seek to support all genuine attempts to transcend 

liheral-capitalism which aspire to expand the scope for freedom (understood, 

dialectically, as rational dependency), protect and respect the planet and eco- 

diversity, and humanise human life. To this end critical theory must seek to form 

and renew strategic alliances with concrete liberation movements, deep-ecology 

movements, and with oppressed and marginalised groups, wherever they may be 

found.

Perhaps this is something Adorno and his colleagues did not get round to 

emphasising, or practising enough, although in their defence they do note in 

Dialectic of Enlightenment how their critique of enlightenment was intended to 

prepare the way for a “positive conception of enlightenment” one “which liberates it 

from its entanglement in blind domination.” (xviii).

We also need to understand the historical context of the emergence of negative 

dialectics. In many ways Adorno's negativism can be seen as the mirror opposite of 

the then prevailing positivism which was as equally unrelenting. And the impact of 

totalitarianism, world war and unparalleled genocide also obviously left its mark. 

But Adorno and Horkheimer were fully self-conscious about the historical nature of 

their enterprise, claiming about Dialectic of Enlightenment that it was “self-evident 

that, with regard to terminology and the scope of the questions investigated, the book 

is shaped by the social conditions in which it was written.” (xiii). Finally, negative 

dialectics, or what we have also referred to as meta-critique, unlike Kantian a 

priorism, or Habermassian transcendental pragmatism, is not a foundationalist 

program. With this in mind, and in order to resist reification and keep the utopian 

promise alive, as Adorno (ND: 406) tells us, “dialectics is obliged to make a final 

move: being at once the impression and the critique of the universal delusive context, 

it must now turn even against itself’.
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5.3.4
Conclusion.

In this chapter we have made a challenge to what has effectively become the 

received view of Adorno’s thought, propagated largely by Habermas and his 

followers, and gone some way to recovering his thought for contemporary critical 

theory. We began with the motif of the destruction of experience, a motif seen to 

figure at the heart of Benjamin and Adorno’s work. This provided a backdrop to a 

shift from a formalist orientation characterised by Habermas, to a more thoroughly 

substantive one. We addressed Habermas’s critique of Adorno and dialectical 

thought in some detail and found that the charges he brought against them were 

largely unfounded and the result of a superficial reading of Adorno and the Hegelian- 

dialectical tradition. We provided an account of some of the most salient themes in 

Adorno’s thought and offered ample evidence to rebut Habermassian accusations. 

Finally, we extended our analysis of the project of negative dialectics to draw out 

some cognitive, political and ethical implications. Our conclusions suggest that 

Adorno's Hegelian inspired dialectical critical theory offers a richer, more 

resourceful and thus more appropriate paradigm for critically minded social and 

political thought. This, in turn, calls for a renewed interest in and appreciation for 

the Hegelian tradition.
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Conclusion.

This work has attempted to focus on Kantian themes in Habermas’s critical 

theory and to subject them to critical evaluation from a position more firmly 

sympathetic to Hegel, Adorno and the perspective of dialectical reason. We began 

by noting how a fissure has opened up in contemporary critical theory as a result of 

Habermas’s departure away from the Hegelian and dialectical model of critical 

theory and towards a Kantian formalist one. We began by providing an in-depth 

account of the central tenets of Kant’s critical philosophy, from its origins in the 

attempt to answer empiricist scepticism, through to the transcendental method and 

morality. By means of Hegel’s critique we were able to identify the underlying 

tensions of Kant’s thought as located in the transcendental idealist assumption of 

two worlds. In Kant the two-world thesis operates to isolate a pure realm of perfect 

freedom and morality untainted by the risks and realities of the mundane natural 

world. It is motivated by an impulse for absolute self-certainty and self-reassurance 

but leads to an inflated sense of agency, the suppression of receptivity, passivity, 

intuition and internal and external nature.

However, because Kant’s transcendental assumptions are in conflict with the 

actualities of human life, he is driven constantly to shift and dissemble in order to try 

and avoid the inevitable tension. Habermas’s critical theory was seen to emerge out 

of a particular “semiotical” (Apel) reconstruction of Kant’s transcendental project. 

This gave us the program of transcendental pragmatics where the functions of speech 

- assertoric, regulative, expressive - replace the functions of judgment, and the a 

priori of the communication community takes the place of the transcendental ego. 

We saw how through adopting Kant’s transcendental method of deriving certain 

primitive functions from taken for granted mundane experiences Habermas yields to 

the dictates of an a-historical and typological reason that already assumes the validity 

of those forms of mundane experience that are taken as premises of transcendental 

deductions. Critical theory that starts and ends here will always be limited in its 

philosophical imagination, and always be in danger of hypostatising, as 

transcendental facts, contingent features of the social and political world.

Habermas’s basic acceptance of Kant’s dualism between nature and reason 

leads him to develop a formalist ethical theory that concedes nature to positivism and

235



robs reason of any motivating impulse. As such, Habermas’s theory drives a wedge 

between two concerns which were inextricably connected in first generation 

Frankfurt thought - between justice and meaning. In this way Habermas is forced 

into an a-sociological, normative proceduralism which in effect only serves to 

stabilise the main structuring principles of modern, liberal capitalist society - 

individualism, capital accumulation, surplus value, utility, instrumentalism - as well 

some of its most damaging effects - antagonism, injustice, alienation and the 

destruction of Erfahrung.

Habermas’s non-dialectical and typological manner of proceeding leads him to 

reiterate Kantian dualisms throughout his work, and this was apparent most in his 

move away from the paradigm of instrumental reason to one of functionalist reason. 

The resulting dichotomy he institutes between system and lifeworld is an attempt to 

purify reason of its implicatedness in contexts of power and cleanse the lifeworld of 

regressive tendencies already inherent within it. This has had extremely detrimental 

consequences for critical theory in neutralising work, dominant modes of science, 

and capitalist systems as potential sites of critique.

Dualism continued unabated in Habermas’s explicitly moral-philosophical 

works, this time in the dichotomy between the right and the good. Deploying neo- 

Hegelian critiques of Habermas’s work here we were able to uncover the teleological 

underpinnings of discourse ethics and reveal how the right must always be thought 

of as embedded within the good. It was perhaps here that the Kantian shiftiness of 

Habermas’s thought was seen to be most apparent as he was seen continually to 

vacillate between Kantian and Hegelian standpoints depending on the problem at 

hand, and trading on equivocations in the key terms of his theory. Ferrara helped us 

to see that the discourse ethical project is in fact sustained only at the cost of 

suppressing these tensions.

After focusing on Habermas we examined two significant contemporary 

developments of Habermassian thought provided by Seyla Benhabib and Maeve 

Cooke. It was seen that both demonstrated an understanding of and dissatisfaction 

with some central features of Habermas’s thought, and both exhibited tendencies 

towards a position more consonant with Hegelian thought, and a correction of 

Habermas’s formalism and rationalism. This was welcomed. Ultimately, thought, 

their underlying Kantian impulses, together with a too ready acceptance of the
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received reading of Hegel and Adorno, prevented them from moving towards a fully 

dialectical position.

Part of the reason for this is that Habermas’s own misreading of the dialectical 

tradition has been so influential and largely endorsed by such thinkers as Benhabib 

and Cooke. Because Habermas associates dialectical thought with some of the more 

questionable and exuberant aspects of Hegel, this leads him to reject it altogether. In 

this regard Habermas really makes a double mistake: he exaggerates the significance 

of the so-called absolutist or identitarian tendencies of Hegel’s thought, neglecting 

its negativism and dynamism; he then thinks that this justifies a rejection of 

dialectics. On both counts we deployed sources to challenge this reading. Hegel 

radicalises Kant by turning the critical method against itself (critique into meta

critique) therefore allowing no extraneously imposed, or tacitly presupposed, 

normative criteria to prejudge the object, letting the object speak for itself. If there 

are absolutist and identitarian tendencies in Hegel’s thought then this is all the more 

reason to turn to Adorno’s thought as the “unleashing of the truth of Hegelianism” 

(Cornell, 2000: 153; §5.2.2).

Adomo utilises Hegelian dialectics as the appropriate “method” for critical 

theory not only because it permits a much more extensive and intensive interrogation 

of modem capitalist society, as the object of critique, allowing no privileged 

immunity to any domain of life; not only because it dissuades us from complacency 

by revealing that the things we value most are often premised on exclusions and 

mediated by their opposites; but also, most importantly, because it generates a much 

more profound utopian vision of the possibilities inherent in the object, something 

that seems entirely lost on Habermas’s proceduralism.
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