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INTRODUCTION 

Jiirgen Habermas's philosophy and social theory draws a line between 
modernity and postmodernity. That line is reproduced, over and over, in 
Habermas's own writings, in those of his keenest supporters, and also in 
those of his more skeptical readers, and it is drawn at least equally 
clearly in the texts of his postmodem critics. Everyone, from Habermas 
himself, to his sympathizers, to the postmodernists, seems to agree on 
one thing, namely, that Habermas stands for the universalizing tendency 
of modernity, and that to be for or against Habermas is to be for or 
against universalism. In this book I refuse to draw a line between moder
nity and postmodernity, and my criticisms of Habermas are not argu
ments against universalism. On the contrary, from my feminist perspec
tive, Habermas's theory is not universalist enough. I contend rather that 
universalism has to include a vision of gender equality, and what I seek 
to explain is how and why his theory of communicative action does not 
allow for the articulation of such a vision. 1 Why, for example, does he in
clude feminism in the list of heterogeneous and "particularistic" social 
movements, environmental groups, antinuclear protests, tax revolts, and 
so on, that have sporadically made themselves felt in Western societies 
in the latter part of the twentieth century? How can he suggest that femi
nism belongs to the grand "universalistic" tradition of bourgeois-social
ist liberation movements and still maintain that feminism is a "new" so
cial movement reflecting late-twentieth-century particularistic 

1. Jiirgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, 2 vols., trans. Thomas Mc
Carthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984 and 1987). Hereafter cited as "TCA" by volume and 
page. 
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aspirations?2 Why does he continue to develop a moral theory that de
nies moral status to issues of gender, despite concerns raised by feminist 
theorists?3 Why does he view his class-based model of the public sphere 
of modernity, which he worked out over three decades ago, as basically 
correct, despite the evidence for the differential basis of women's exclu
sion from the public sphere?4 

Habermas's treatment of gender presents difficulties because he says 
little about gender and assumes, wrongly, that gender has nothing to do 
with the rationality problematic. It also presents difficulties because, de
spite his androcentrism, in some important respects his views are not in
compatible with feminist insights. For example, he still stands by his 
early view that there is a constitutive connection between knowledge 
and human interests and that a reflexive understanding of that connec
tion requires a fundamental change of perspective in theory of knowl
edge. That view was developed in the 1960s, when he rejected the 
Cartesian model of the disembodied subject and envisioned a commu
nity of knowers whose physical survival, relations with one another, and 
"human" development depended on their ability to gain different types 
of knowledge: the theoretical knowledge needed for efficient interven
tion into the natural world, the moral-practical knowledge needed to es
tablish relations between persons, and the "emancipatory" knowledge 
needed to overcome social and psychological structures of power and 
repression. Habermas's work on knowledge and human interests was 
also an argument against a positivistic conception of knowledge. He 
maintained that analytic philosophy of science had reduced to a sort of 
half-knowledge the historical-hermeneutic disciplines and the "emanci
patory" knowledge produced through Marxian social theory and Freud
ian psychoanalysis. He expressed these criticisms of the dominant tradi-

2. Ibid., 2:393-94. 
3. See esp. Seyla Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopia.· A Study of the Foundations of 

Critical Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 306 ff., and "The General
ized and the Concrete Other: The Kohlberg·Gilligan Controversy and Feminist Theory," 
Praxis International 5 Uanuary 1986): 402-24. a. Nancy Fraser, "What's Critical about 
Critical Theory? The Case of Habermas and Gender," in Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Cor· 
nell, eds., Feminism as Critique: On the Politics of Gender (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987), 31-56. 

4. See, for example, Joan B. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the 
French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988); Mary P. Ryan, "Gender and 
Public Access: Women's Politics in Nineteenth-Century America," in Craig Calhoun, ed., 
Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992 ), 259-88; and Carole 
Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988). 
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tion within and against the tradition's assumptions, and his initial 
strategy was to expand the theory of knowledge to preclude the privi
leging of science. While he did not dispute science's claim to produce 
valid knowledge, he argued that science, and philosophy of science, had 
taken scientific norms as the basis not for one type of knowledge, but 
knowledge itself. 5 

The epistemological approach Habermas took to the question of 
knowledge and human interests was useful in constructing a powerful 
(internal) critique of philosophy of science, but for reasons I discuss in 
Chapter 2, he became convinced that epistemology could not take us 
very far beyond critique. He decided that solutions to the dilemmas he 
described could only be found through a radical reconceptualization of 
epistemological issues, and he was particularly attentive to the need to 
rethink the model of subjectivity at the core of epistemology. In his the
ory of communicative action he offers a model of intersubjectivity as a 
way of generating understanding about how we acquire knowledge of 
all kinds-knowledge of the natural world, but also of each other and of 
the self. This reconceptualization of his work on knowledge and human 
interests has been so radical that Habermas's later theory is generally un
derstood as having left his earlier work in epistemology behind alto
gether. This is an exaggeration, as I shall show, but the point I want to 
make here is that he continues to be motivated, in his later as in his ear
lier work, by strong resistance to the Eurocentric privileging of scientific 
rationality in whatever terms that privilege is expressed-whether the 
terms are social-economic, political, cultural, or philosophical. His resis
tance to a dominant scientific rationality is conspicuously present in his 
attempt, in the theory of communicative action, to expand the concept 
of rationality to include relations between persons and relations with 
oneself. 

This way of painting Habermas makes his relationship to modernity 
more complex and certainly puts into question postmodem criticisms 
that he is an unrepentant rationalist. However, it also makes the ques
tions I raise about gender more difficult to answer because, if my picture 
is at all descriptively accurate, it should, at least initially, win Habermas 
much sympathy from feminists, especially feminist philosophers of sci
ence who have been arguing for some time for an abandonment of the 

5. See esp. )urgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. Jeremy). Sha· 
piro (London: Heinemann, 1972). 
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epistemological ideal of disembodied subjectivity. Feminist philoso
phers have scrupulously documented the negative images of women in 
philosophical texts and in many disciplines in the natural and social sci
ences, and they have been generally persuaded that gender biases, gen
der-based metaphors, even instances of explicit gender hostility, are fun
damentally connected with the ideal of disembodied subjectivity that 
has structured philosophical and scientific texts. This ideal has been de
scribed in various ways, but it almost always involves a core self that is 
disconnected from human interests and relationships and has nothing to 
fall back on except the contents of its own consciousness. The ideal has 
also been interpreted as representing a deep aspiration to escape the de
pendencies of the world and personal relationships, to become impossi
bly transparent to oneself, to the point of denying one's own body and 
emotions. According to feminists, this repudiation of the body leads to 
various textual manifestations of the fear of contamination from what
ever stands in the way of reaching,the (impossible) ideal, and it extends 
to the repudiation of women, who have been culturally and historically 
linked with the body and the emotions.6 

Feminists have demanded new understandings of knowledge and 
knowledge production. Many have sought to expand epistemology into 
areas of investigation formerly understood as sociology of knowledge 
and social psychology. In general, the idea is to include in (an ex
panded) epistemology not only an explication of the (male) self that has 
dominated epistemology but also social-theoretical and social-psycho
logical explanations of that self. In psychoanalytical terms, the disem
bodiedness of the (male) self is sometimes explained as traceable to the 
male child's difficulty in separating from the mother, a difficulty that re
sults in a persistent crisis of identity and a strong tendency to see any 

6. See, for example, Lorraine Code, Wbat Can Sbe Know? Feminist Tbeory and tbe 
Construction of Knowledge (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991 ); Linda Alcoff and 
Elizabeth Potter, eds., Feminist Epistemologies (New York: Routledge, 1993 ); and Naomi 
Scheman, Engenderlngs: Construction of Knowledge, Autborlty, and Privilege (New 
York: Routledge, 1993). See Seyla Benhabib,Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, and Nancy 
Fraser, Feminist Contentions: A Pbilosopbical Excbange (New York: Routledge, 1995), 
for a discussion of epistemological issues and social and political theory. See also Seyla 
Benhabib, Situating tbe Self: Gender, Community, and Postmodernism in Contempo· 
rary Etbics (New York: Routledge, 1992). For an attempt to refashion a theory of justice 
from feminist and postmodem perspectives on epistemology, see Iris Marion Young,]us
tice and tbe Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990 ). Cf. 
Young, "Recent Theories of Justice," Social Tbeory and Practice 18:1 (1992): 63-79. 
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kind of dependency as threatening. 7 Other discussions have focused on 
western parenting practices that establish the basis for the gender divi
sion of society by giving differential treatment to girls and boys. 8 These 
psychoanalytic theories are frequently supplemented by social-theoreti
cal perspectives. For example, many feminists contend that the masculi
nist experiences associated with the content and practice of science and 
epistemology are the experiences not of all males but of a relatively 
small number of privileged (middle-class) males whose social-eco
nomic, political, and cultural dominance is well documented.9 In addi
tion, there have been initiatives for rethinking how knowledge is pro
duced, notably through greater emphasis on dialogue, interaction, and 
community. The aim is to redefine knowledge, so that the knowledge we 
have of each other is not reduceable to the knowledge we have of the 
physical world and so that even the knowledge we have of the physical 
world can be understood as social activity. 10 

Habermas's theory of communicative action represents a good test 
case for feminist philosophy and social theory. If gender biases and ste
reotypes are rooted in masculinist experiences, and if those experiences 
are expressed paradigmatically, as feminists contend, in the ideal of dis-

7. For psychohistorical challenges to the ideal of disembodiedness, see, for example, 
Susan Bordo, "The Cartesian Masculinization of Thought," Signs: journal of Women in 
Culture and Society 11 (Spring 1986): 439-56;jane Flax, "Political Philosophy and the 
Patriarchal Unconscious: A Psychoanalytic Perspective on Epistemology and Metaphys
ics," in Sandra Harding and Merrill B. Hintikka, eds., Discovering Reality: Feminist Per· 
spectives on Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science (Dor
drecht: D. Reidel, 1983), 245-81; and Naomi Scheman, "Othello's Doubt/Desdemona's 
Death: The Engendering of Scepticism," in her Engenderings, 57-74. 

8. This view has been heavily influenced by Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and 
the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise (New York: Harper & Row, 
1976), and Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the 
Sociology of Gender (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1978). 

9. Social-theoretical insights have led to proposals for theories based in a feminist 
"standpoint theory." An important proponent of standpoint theory is Sandra Harding. See 
her Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? Thinking from Women's Lives (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1991 ). See also her "Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: 'What is 
Strong Objectivity?' " in Alcoff and Potter, Feminist Epistemologies, 49-82, as well as the 
critical perspective of standpoint theory presented by Bat-Ami Bar On, "Marginality and 
Epistemic Privilege," also in Alcoff and Potter, 83-100. 

10. See Code, What Can She Know?; Helen E. Longino, Science as Social Knowledge: 
Values and Objectivity in Scientific Inquiry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990 ); and Lynn Hankinson Nelson, Who Knows: From Quine to a Feminist Empiricism 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990). There are important connections between 
feminism and postmodernism; see Susan). Hekman, Gender and Knowledge: Elements of 
a Postmodern Feminism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990). 
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reproduced the gender prejudices of modernity. 

have dea that knowers have social and cultural identi
.. illlll_ I'«MS:::~ ~es that knowledge is communally produced. 

••.(.deatlllil !:s~ bas maintained that knowledge ~annot be identified 
with sdcnce and that science is not the only conceivable form of knowl
c::ciF· Moreover, given recent trends in feminist theory, the dialogic and 
inteJ'Sllbjective model that he develops would appear to be especially 
relevant. And yet many feminists remain unenthusiastic. For example, 
Jane Braaten regards his concept of a "communication community" as 
too limiting to be of much value for feminist theory.U According to 
Nancy Fraser, his deficiencies on gender issues are so deeply embedded 
in his theory that the theory has to be viewed as androcentric in its very 
conception.12 At the very least, as Seyla Benhabib and several others sug
gest, his theory requires substantial changes if it is to be able to reflect 
the aims and expectations of contemporary women. 13 

One might wonder whether feminists have got it right: whether the 
androcentric elements of philosophy of science can be traced to the 
model of disembodied subjectivity, and if so, whether feminists have 
correctly identified the basic features of that model, whether the ideal of 
disembodied subjectivity can be so easily abandoned, and what would 
be involved in such an abandonment. I do not ask these questions in this 
book, though much of my discussion touches on them and on related is
sues of subjectivity. In this book, I ask why Habermas's theory of com
municative action reproduces the androcentrism associated with the 

11. Jane Braaten, "From Communicative Rationality to Communicative Thinking: A 
Basis for Feminist Theory and Practice," in Johanna Meehan, ed., Feminists Read Haber
mas: Genderlng the Subject of Discourse (New York: Routledge, 1995 ), 139-61. a. Si
~one Chambers, "Feminist Discourse/Practical Discourse," also in Meehan, 163-79. 

12. See Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical Theory?" a. Iris Marion Young, "Impar
tiality and the Civic Public: Some Implications of Feminist Critiques of Moral and Political 
Theory" in Benhabib and Cornell, Feminism as Critique, 5 7-76. 

13. Benhabib, "Concrete Other," is right to see that Habermas's theory needs serious 
revision if it is to reflect contemporary concerns about gender issues; however, I am criti
cal of her position, as I explain in my article "The Gender of Critical Theory," Cultural 
Critique 13 (Fall1989): 119-41. See Kai Nielsen, "The Generalized Other and the Con
crete Other: A Response of Marie Fleming," Indian Philosophical Quarterly XVII: 2 
(April 1990), 163-71, who defends Benhabib's position. Cf. also my article "Women's 
Place in Communicative Reason," in Elizabeth D. Harvey and Kathleen Okruhlik, eds., 
Women and Reason (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992 ), 245-62. For re
cent feminist assessments of Habermas, see the essays in Meehan, Feminists Read Ha
bermas. 
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philosophy of subjectivity, notwithstanding the fact that he has suppos
edly left that philosophy behind. The question is fair, because, despite 
any differences he might have with feminist interpretations of philoso
phy and science, Habermas would not disagree with the feminist conten
tion that the Cartesian subject of knowledge is male, as well as bour
geois. I situate my discussion, then, in the insight, fundamental both to 
the tradition of critical theory, in which Habermas works, and to con
temporary feminism, that all knowledge is produced by embodied and 
interested human beings, in relationship with each other and in history. 

Habermas's treatment of gender cannot be attributed to oversight, nor 
can it be reduced to male bias. I do not doubt that he wants to include 
women in his universalist utopia. But if he does not subscribe to the 
ideal of disembodied subjectivity, how, then, are we to explain why his 
theory does not give evidence of his personal and political commitment 
to gender equity? And how can we account for the latent traditionalism 
on gender issues that, I argue, runs through all his major writings? Con
trary to what Habermas might think, there is a connection between gen
der and rationality in his theory that he does not acknowledge, and it is a 
connection that he cannot acknowledge without abandoning important 
parts of his theory. 

I understand my argument as a radical form of internal critique. I ex
amine Habermas's aims, but also the assumptions that are built into his 
theory, including those that may be unintended and unwanted. In the 
relevant places I also draw attention to the rhetorical features of his ar
gumentation, to peripheral or occasional remarks, and so on, that point 
to difficulties not easily resolvable within the assumptions of his theory, 
but still apparently related to the theory's central concerns. In that way 
I hope to draw out the significance of apparently marginal references or 
obscure texts. But while I employ a number of different strategies, my 
intention is to develop an analysis that also includes Habermas's own 
formulations of the questions at issue. He might wish to contest my in
terpretation, but he would surely recognize himself in my discussion of 
key areas of his theory, especially the problem of understanding mean
ing, his lifeworld analysis, and his account of the validity-basis of speech. 
In those and other instances, I show why the arguments he offers cannot 
support the conclusions he draws. My internal critique is radical be
cause it is situated at the limit of Habermas's theory and strives to show 
what that theory prohibits and why. 

My argument is divided into three parts. In Part 1 of this book I main-



tain that to understand why the universality question takes the form it 
does in Habennas's theory, we have to see that it is connected to his at
tempt to "disallow" the question of historicity. By historicity I refer to 
the historical situatedness of all thinking and acting and to the problem 
of making provision, in theory, for a full and open discussion of that situ
atedness. It does not mean, as Habermas might contend, taking a radi· 
cally historicist approach whereby human life and meanings are reduced 
to their historical context, but it does challenge the emphasis of his the
ory and, by extension, suggests that we need to ask new questions of 
modernity. 

In Chapter 1, I discuss how Habermas positions himself, construe· 
lively, in relation to the older generation of critical theorists, Max Hork· 
heimer and lbeodor Adorno, and defensively, in relation to postmodem
ists Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. As I show, his response to 
Horkheimer and Adorno's "dialectic of enlightenment" is meant to redi· 
rect critical theory into a more positive assessment of modernity's po· 
tential. But he then takes that response as the basis of his reply to the ge
nealogical and deconstructionist strategies of postmodernism. I 
maintain that whatever the merits of Habermas's argument in the con
text of critical theory, it does not work well against Foucault and Der
rida. However, my main concern is to ask what we can learn about Ha· 
bermas's theory from his failure to confront important issues about 
history, context, and meaning. In Chapter 2, I trace the inspiration for 
his theory of communicative action to his idea of an "emancipatory in· 
terest" of knowledge, developed as part of his thesis on knowledge-con· 
stitutive interests. The emancipatory interest has not been abandoned in 
Habermas's later work, as is sometimes thought, and it continues to 
structure his theory in complex and significant ways. The core problem 
of his theory of communicative action becomes: how can the decenter· 
ing ofworldviews and the rationalization of the lifeworld that are associ· 
ated with modernity be "necessary conditions" for an emancipated liv· 
ing conceived independent of modernity? This problem, as I show in 
Chapter 3, is related to the issue of the objectivity of knowledge and, for 
Habennas, to the requirement to justify the claim to universality of the 
rationality expressed in the modern understanding of the world. Here I 
include a discussion of Habermas's subsequent treatment of the univer· 
sality question in his discourse ethics and refer to Seyla Benhabib's femi· 
nist rethinking ofHabermas's universalism. 

In Part 2 of this book I address the particularity of gender and show 
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how Habennas articulates that particularity in his social and moral the
ory. My aim here is not simply to establish what his views are but to try 

to understand why his theory does not offer a vision of gender equality 
and why it even seems to promote a view of gender relations that is to
tally at odds with the key universalist principles of equality and inclu
siveness. I introduce the gender problematic in Chapter 4, where I dis
cuss Habermas's thesis of internal colonization, the view that the 
excessive juridification of the lifeworld in contemporary democracies 
leads to an erosion of the lifeworld's constitutive communicative prac
tices. I indicate how the problem of gender is implicated in Habennas's 
distinction between system and lifeworld, and to specify the problem, I 
draw on Nancy Fraser's feminist critique of Habermas, 14 as well as the 
more favorable assessment of his work by Jean Cohen and Andrew 
Arato. 15 The problem of gender, as I argue, is related to Habermas's rele
gation of the question of basic rights for women and children to a sec
ondary status in his argument for the restitution of the communicative 
practices of the lifeworld. Somehow an appeal to freedom from the state 
bureaucracy does not necessarily include a consideration of how we 
might address the unfreedom of a gender-structured lifeworld. 

In Chapter 5, I continue to investigate the gender aspects of Haber
mas's theory by discussing his reference to the traditional Hindu prac
tice of sati as belonging to a way of life that was "self-maintaining." I 
refer to his theory of meaning and then to his discourse ethics, to argue 
that Habennas's example of a "self-maintaining" way of life, while com
patible with the historicist and contextual elements of his social and 
moral theory, also puts a strain on vital assumptions. I examine the diffi
culty by discussing the anthropological features of his proposal for re
constructing historical materialism. In that proposal he traces the 
"human" form of reproducing life to the institutionalization of the "fa
ther" role and argues that Marx's concept of social labor has to be "sup
plemented" with the familial principle of organization. I conclude that 
the problem of gender in Habennas's theory is connected to his attribu
tion of a special value to the "female" labor of socialization and to his 
conceptualization of that labor as outside "social" labor. In Chapter 6, I 
support that analysis by providing a detailed examination of Habennas's 

14. See Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical Theory?" 
15. Jean L. Cohen and Andrew Arata, Civtl Society and Political Theory (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 1992 ). 
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Iifeworld concept. I argue that his lifeworld/system schema is a more 
complex version of his reinterpretation of the Marxian concept of social 
labor and that his theory of communicative action reproduces the Marx
ian exclusion of "female" labor from social labor. In Habermas that ex
clusion is accompanied by an aestheticization of the internal relations of 
the family that render those relations virtually immune to critique. 

In Part 3, I turn critical attention to Habermas's concept of communi
cative action, especially to his claim that the lifeworld is constituted by 
three structural components (culture, society, and personality) corre
sponding to the three cultural value spheres of science, morality, and art. 
I maintain that he cannot sustain his argument that the differentiation of 
the lifeworld into three structural components is also a "rationalization 
of the lifeworld," and in each of the three chapters of Part 3 I focus on 
the very problematical third cultural value sphere of art that Habermas 
has tried to explicate in terms of truthfulness. 

In Chapter 7, I demonstrate Habermas's considerable ambiguity on 
truthfulness. In his early ( 1973) work truthfulness is a nondiscursively 
redeemable claim, but later (from 1976 on) truthfulness is presented as 
a discursively redeemable claim on the model of truth and (procedural) 
rightness, that is, as a "criticizable" claim. Moreover, while he holds that 
truthfulness does not refer to an "inner life," there are numerous pas
sages in his theory that suggest the opposite. In the end, I argue, he does 
not establish a formal-pragmatic basis for truthfulness and so cannot es
tablish that the modern type of lifeworld represents an "increase in ra
tionality." He also admits into his theory basic features of a model of in
tentionality he hoped to avoid. Related difficulties can be shown for 
Habermas's views on art, which are sketchy and unsatisfactory, but 
nonetheless an important component of his theory, as I show in Chapter 
8. In that chapter I examine his critique of aesthetic modernism and crit
ically assess his argument that his theory is an alternative to postmodern
ism. With reference to work by Albrecht Wellmer, I also reconstruct 
Habermas's concept of aesthetic-practical rationality, the idea that aes
thetic experiences have practical effects and are a vital component of 
reaching understandings about ourselves and the world around us. That 
idea cannot, however, explain what Habermas must mean by the "inner 
logic" of art. I thus piece together his (and Wellmer's) views to argue 
that despite his (and Wellmer's) attempt to reinterpret Adorno's "truth" 
of art in terms of a linguistically conceived intersubjectivity, aesthetic
practical rationality presupposes a sphere of experience that is neither 
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intersubjective nor discursive, but rather the home of an unbounded 
subjectivity. 

The analyses I provide on truthfulness and art suggest that notwith
standing Habermas's attempt to present the lifeworld as communica
tively structured, his theory comes closer than he thinks to a subject
centered and aesthetically based ideal of reason. In Chapter 9, I continue 
this discussion by examining his early work on the public sphere, in
cluding his model of the public sphere's internal dynamic, which he still 
defends as basically correct. In his book The Structural Transformation 
of tbe Public Sphere, written in the tradition of ideology critique, Haber
mas's treatment of gender follows the pattern of his later work based on 
rational reconstruction, but the more historical and sociological argu
ment of the early work makes it possible to investigate his views on gen
der a little more closely. As I discuss it, his understanding of the "public 
use of reason" is tied to an explicit reference to the intimate sphere of 
the bourgeois conjugal family. Bourgeois intimacy is the "literal" home 
of a specific subjectivity, the place where a feeling of "human closeness" 
gives rise to the very "experience" of humanity that then gets embodied 
in the bourgeois concept of humanity. I ask what it means for Haber
mas's understanding of the public sphere that he refers to the "illusion of 
freedom" in bourgeois intimacy to explain the structure of reconcilia
tion in bourgeois ideology but does not also address the gender inequal
ity that is sustained by that illusion. 





PART ONE 

RATIONALITY 





ONE 

CRITIQUE OF 

REASON 

Habermas's idea of a "radical critique of reason" is a specific response to 
the pessimistic appraisal of enlightenment thinking offered by Hork
heimer and Adorno, his predecessors in the Frankfurt school of critical 
theory. He uses that idea to refute their well-known and much discussed 
thesis of the "dialectic of enlightenment,"1 which challenges cherished 
liberal and Marxian assumptions about progress and the enlightenment 
and which links the virtually unstoppable advance of instrumental ratio
nality in capitalist societies to progressive deterioration of human free
dom. Habermas contends that this disturbing thesis, developed by Hork
heimer and Adorno in the dark period following the disclosure of Nazi 
atrocities, becomes less convincing as an indicator of future possibilities 
for emancipation once we see that they base their predictions on an 
overly restrictive understanding of reason and cannot get beyond the 
paradoxes and theoretical dead-ends of self-referential critique. Accord
ing to Habermas, we have to understand the enlightenment and its ratio
nality in more complex terms and we cannot give up on the "project of 
modemity,"2 however critical we might be about the direction that proj
ect has taken under the social-economic and cultural conditions of late 

1. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. john 
Cumming (New York: Continuum, 1972). 

2. Cf. jurgen Habermas, "Modernity-An Incomplete Project," in Hal Foster, ed., The 
Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodem Culture (Port Townsend, Wash.: Bay Press, 1983 ), 
3-15; also published as "Modernity versus Postmodernity," New German Critique 22 
( 1981 ): 3-14. The essay is based on a talk given by Habermas in 1980 to mark his accep
tance of the Theodor W. Adorno prize from the city of Frankfurt. 
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capitalism.3 Habermas also understands the position he works out in the 
context of earlier critical theory to have more extensive application, and 
he has increasingly relied on that position to assess more recent theo
ries, especially those of "postmodernists" such as Foucault and Derrida.4 

In every case, he argues that a "radical critique of reason" leaves no 
room for a positive conception of the enlightenment and that the para
doxes produced by self-referential critique can be avoided if we develop 
a concept of communicative reason that emphasizes intersubjectivity 
and dialogue. 

The question I raise in this chapter is whether Habermas's critique of 
earlier critical theory lends itself as readily as he thinks to postmodem
ism. It strikes me as possibly problematic that an idea formulated to ex
plicate and contest Horkheimer and Adorno's pessimistic appraisal of 
modernity's potential has become the basis of a global critique of the 
views of contemporary postmodem theorists, some of whom are deeply 
divided over the interpretation of modernity and many of whom do not 
see themselves as pessimistic. One might well agree that self-referential 
critique leads to paradoxes and theoretical dead-ends, that it is a style of 
argumentation generated out of the enlightenment tradition, but still re
sist Habermas's negative views on self-referential critique. At least one 
can imagine postmodemists taking the position that paradoxes are not 
necessarily something to be avoided at all costs, that they might well in-

3. See esp. Habermas, TCA Richard). Bernstein, The New Constellation: The Ethical· 
Political Horizons of Modernity!Postmodernity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992 ), 207, sug
gests that Habermas's theory is part of a life-long attempt to "rethink" and "rewrite" Hork
helmer and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment. a. Cultural-Politicallnterventions in 
the Unfinished Project of Enlightenment (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992) and Phtlosophi· 
cal Interventions in the Unfinished Project of Enlightenment (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1992), both edited by Axel Honneth, Thomas McCarthy, Claus Offe, and Albrecht 
Wellmer. 

4. )urgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, 
trans. Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987). For discussion of the relation
ship between critical theory and various forms of posunodemism, see Peter Dews, Logics 
of Disintegration: Post-Structuralist Thought and the Claims of Critical Theory (Lon
don: Verso, 1987); Mark Poster, Critical Theory and Poststructuraltsm: In Search of a 
Conte.xt(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989); Thomas McCarthy,Jdeals and Illusions: 
On Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1991 ); Bernstein, New Constellation; Michael Kelly, ed., Critique and Power. 
Recasting the Foucault!Habermas Debate (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994); Axel Honneth, 
The Critique of Power: Reflective Stages in a Critical Social Theory, trans. Kenneth 
Baynes (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991 ); and Stephen K. White, Political Theory and Post· 
modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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dicate the limitations of theory, and, moreover, that we need to bear 
those limitations in mind rather than assume in advance that we should 
trY to erase them. One might further hold that paradoxes are conceiv
ably the result of diverse and not easily assimilable viewpoints, even that 
paradoxes should be treated as possibly positive signs of a struggle 
within theory against its more totalizing tendencies. The possibility that 
paradoxes can be productive, and not simply limitations on theory, has 
to be taken into account in any assessment of Habermas's idea of the rad
ical critique of reason. 

I contend here that even if Habermas's views on self-referential cri
tique have a certain plausibility in the context of Horkheimer and 
Adorno's "dialectic of enlightenment," when applied more generally, to 
Foucault and Derrida, for example, they are heavily circumscribed by 
what gets left out, especially the question of the historical situatedness 
of all thinking and acting. Before advancing that argument, I want to dis
cuss in more detail what Habermas means by the problem of a radical 
critique of reason and how his understanding of that problem is related 
to his assessment of Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlight
enment. 

Habermas situates the problem of a radical critique of reason within the 
internal development of the enlightenment tradition and Marxian ideol
ogy critique. 5 According to this account, the enlightenment sets itself 
against "magical" thinking and presupposes an ability to separate catego
ries of validity like true and false from empirical concepts like exchange, 
causality, and so on. It thus makes possible a distinction between nature 
and culture and involves a "decentering of worldview" in which nature 
becomes desocialized and the human world denaturalized. The "fusion" 
between nature and culture dissolves, and from now on, one can distin
guish between the physical world, the social world, and the individual's 
inner world of subjective experiences. This differentiation of the three 
"worlds" is also accompanied by a more global understanding of the en
lightenment. Conceived as a whole, the enlightenment is driven by the 
claim that it has been "cleansed of all cosmological, theological, and cui
tic dross," and because this claim involves an appeal to validity as such, 

5. See Jiirgen Habermas, "The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Max Hork· 
heirner and Theodor Adorno," in his Pbilosopbical Discourse of Modernity, 106-30. a. 
earlier version "The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Re-Reading Dialectic of 
Enlightenment," New German Critique 26(SpringtSummer 1982): 13-30. 



18 JA110NAIJ'IY 

. . ___,hie to suspect that any theory presenting itself as (em
IC .be!cd~Ja ~vcly) valid might still be motivated by illegitimate in
fllrlcallY ~ ~r claimS. This type of suspicion, essential for critique 
=an e to modernity, allows for the development of a Marxian ideol-

crl:ue that "disputes the truth of a suspicious theory by exposing 
C::: untruthfulness." There comes a point, however, when ideology cri
tique itself becomes suspect of promoting bourgeois interests. Whereas 
early Marxists could appeal to the "truth" embodied in bourgeois ideals, 
Horkheimer and Adorno can no longer assume that bourgeois ideals are 
anything more than one further expression of an instrumental and dis
empowering reason. In their Dialectic of Enlightenment they proclaim 
that progressive control over the physical world brings increasing domi
nation of the individual psyche. 6 

Habermas argues that Horkheimer and Adorno's thesis of the "dialec
tic of enlightenment" becomes less compelling once we understand that 
it is entangled in the paradoxes of a radical critique of reason. If, as they 
say, everything is open to suspicion-bourgeois ideals, as well as the ide
ology critique that must lay claim to the truth-potential of those ideals-
there is no way of establishing normative points of reference. But Hork
heimer and Adorno do presuppose normative reference points. At least, 
in Habermas's view, they cannot describe the dialectic of enlightenment 
without making use of the critical capacity that according to them, has 
been lost in the unbounded spread of instrumental reason. The problem 
posed by their work might be understood as follows: If we have lost all 
capacity for critical reasoning, how is it then that we can even raise the 
question of such a loss? To raise the question, to enter into an open
ended discussion, is to announce, in a performative sense, the existence 
of a reason that cannot be reduced to the instrumental or understood 
solely in terms of power claims. According to this view, which is at the 
core of Habermas's critique of his predecessors, anyone who argues 
against reason is nec~ssarily caught up in a performative contradiction: 
she uses reason to assert that reason does not exist. Adorno, Habermas 
writes, not only acknowledged his performative contradiction, but, in
spired by Nietzsche, even fostered it, and his Negative Dialectics "reads 
like a continuing explanation of why we have to circle about within this 
perfonnative contradiction and indeed even remain there; of why only 
the insistent, relentless unfolding of this paradox opens up the prospect 

6. Habermas, "Horkheimer and Adorno," 114-19. 
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of that magically invoked 'mindfulness of nature in the subject in whose 
fulfillment the unacknowledged truth of all culture lies hidden'" 
(119-20). 

Horkheimer and Adorno's relation to enlightenment thinking is delib
erately paradoxical, but they still keep open the promise of reconcilia
tion by looking to the sphere of autonomous art. The question Habermas 
raises is why they abandoned theory at such a critical juncture, and he 
traces the difficulty to what he sees as a limitation in their concept of 
reason. He maintains that Horkheimer and Adorno were operating with 
a concept of instrumental reason, which properly defines subject/object 
relations with their basis in propositional truth but is too restrictive to 
be applied to other types of relations. According to Habermas, we need 
a concept of communicative reason, which focuses attention on inter
subjective relations and rightness claims. He maintains that his prede
cessors in critical theory did not have such a concept of communicative 
reason and that, for that reason, they tended to reduce intersubjective 
relations, which involve practical-ethical commitments, to subject/ob
ject relations, which involve instrumental (power-oriented) relations. H 
we follow Habermas, we have to conclude that Horkheimer and Adorno 
did not have the conceptual tools to avoid the paradoxes of self-referen
tial critique. 

Habermas is suggesting that Horkheimer and Adorno were mistaken 
to transfer modernity's redemptive potentials to the sphere of autono
mous art. H, in his view, they had had something like a concept of com
municative reason, they would have seen that reconciliation, though not 
necessarily unconnected to the sphere of art, is situated at the level of 
intersubjectivity and rational argumentation. This relocation of reconcil
iation would, of course, require a departure from the more utopian ele
ments of Adorno's aestheticism, but for Habermas, the concept of a com
municative reason can once again put critical theory on the path of a 
more positive assessment of modernity's critical resources. He is also 
convinced that this result is not in conflict with the aims Horkheimer 
and Adorno set for theory, and he maintains that their paradoxical prac
tice of determinate negation logically required resistance to the com
plete fusion of validity and power. He is now prepared to defy the basis 
of their judgment that there is "no way out": "Anyone who abides in a 
paradox on the very spot once occupied by philosophy with its ultimate 
groundings ... can only hold that place if one makes it at least minimally 
plausible that there is no way out. Even the retreat from an aporetic situ-
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ation has to be barred, for otherwise there is a way-the way back." The 
''way back" leads to an achievement of modernity that first makes cri
tique, and theory, possible: "The categorial distinction between power 
claims and truth claims is the ground upon which any theoretical ap
proach has to be enacted" (127-28). What alarms Habermas is the fact 
that Horkheimer and Adorno "commence their critique of enlighten
ment at such a depth that the project of enlightenment itself is endan
gered" ( 114 ). 

Habermas secures Horkheimer and Adorno's connection to the en
lightenment tradition by maintaining that however despairing their out
look and however inadequate their conception of rationality, they never 
fully relinquished their hope for reconciliation. Nonetheless, he believes 
that their Dialectic of Enlightenment foreshadowed concerns and mis
takes that were eventually to lead postmodemists like Foucault and Der
rida to abandon all traces of enlightenment thinking. He maintains that 
all these theorists, despite their divergent viewpoints, get caught in the 
paradoxes of self-referential critique and that such difficulties can be 
avoided through a concept of communicative reason. Understanding 
postmodernist challenges as essentially variants of the difficulties he 
identifies with Horkheimer and Adorno, he claims that they too involve 
performative contradiction. 7 

In what follows I argue that Habermas's attempt to apply the idea of 
radical critique of reason to Foucault and Derrida meets at best with 
mixed results. H the charge of performative contradiction is too limiting 
to be effective against genealogy and deconstruction, we need to indi
cate why it is not effective and what is at issue for contemporary criti
cal theory. 

Habermas's critique of Foucault does not preclude considerable agree
ment with the powerful descriptions of modernity made possible by the 
genealogical method. He and Foucault agree that the threshold of mo
dernity can be placed at the end of the eighteenth century. They also 
agree on two outstanding characteristics of modernity: the increasing 
dissatisfaction with the philosophy of the subject that inaugurates mod-

7. See Martin Jay, "The Debate over Performative Contradiction: Habermas versus the 
Poststructuralists," in Honneth et al., Pbilosopbicallnverventions, 275-76. Jay is in
clined to think that the idea of a performative contradiction inevitably puts Habermas's 
philosophical opponents on the defensive, but suggests that the idea is of'limited use for 
understanding "social contradictions." 
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ern philosophical discourse and the prominence in modern discourse 
and practice of a regulatory (instrumental) reason. 8 Habermas also 
seems to be saying that genealogy can produce reliable results within a 
(limited) field of inquiry. Foucault, he notes, sees the historical subjuga
tion of madness as marking a confluence between two sorts of processes: 
the "more conspicuous operations," in which refractory speakers are 
barred from discourse and disagreeable themes suppressed, and the "al
together inconspicuous operation" of determining the valid and invalid 
statements within discourses. From a Foucaultian perspective, the better 
argument only appears to establish itself nonviolently because the ar
chaeologist digs through the "buried foundations of meaning" and pa
tiently excavates the infrastructures that "first establish what is going to 
be considered true and false inside any discourse." This method, as Ha
bermas concedes, allows us to ascertain the limits of any given dis
course: to the extent that certain kinds of elements are unconsciously 
excluded as heterogeneous, the rules constitutive of discourse are also 
exclusionary mechanisms.9 

The problem with Foucault's analysis, according to Habermas, is not 
that it is wrong, but rather that it is inherently limited, because "one can 
only inquire about the function of the will that attains expression in [dis
courses]."10 Foucault's archaeologist must remain an outsider who 
"brackets" the self-understanding of discourse participants: as an out
sider, she must leave to one side the fact that discourse participants view 
themselves as "subjects who relate to objects in general in accord with 
universal criteria of validity."11 Habermas's argument is that Foucault's 
archaeology-which is the other side of his genealogy and an attempt to 
overcome hermeneutics--is necessarily unable to deal with the self-un
derstanding of participants in discourse. 

But this argument, in itself, is still not enough to address what Haber
mas sees as the radical critique of reason that seems to operate as an in
trinsic force in genealogy, and even independently of Foucault's inten
tions. As is generally acknowledged, Foucault's researches extend 

8. Habennas develops his views on Foucault in "The Critique of Reason as an Un
masking of the Human Sciences: Michel Foucault" and "Some Questions Concerning the 
Theory of Power: Foucault Again," in his Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, 238-93. 
a. Habennas, "Taking Aim at the Heart of the Present," in David Couzens Hoy, ed., Fou
cault: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 103-8. 

9. Habermas, "Critique of Reason," 247-48. 
10. Ibid., 248. 
11. Ibid, 252. 
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beyond his narrowly descriptive claims about historical confinement, 
clinics, madness, prisons, and so on, and raise (at least implicitly) more 
general claims about the (supposedly inherently) regulatory nature of 
Western reason. In Habermas's view, genealogy presents us with a prob
lem similar to the one he determines for earlier critical theory: the prob
lem of the making use of a critical capacity that is supposed to have been 
lost in the unbounded spread of instrumental reason. Whereas some 
writers have taken on the more methodological task of trying to figure 
out how genealogies produce their radical effects, 12 Habermas argues 
that Foucault's critique of reason is based on a performative contradic
tion that allows a space for the reason (and the subjectivity) he means to 
exclude: because genealogy proceeds "eruditely" and "positivistic
ally,"13 it implicitly acknowledges (at least performatively) the rules of a 
discourse in which claims to truth structurally require redemption. 
Moreover, Habermas remarks, Foucault thinks of himself as a "happy 
positivist,"14 and while he is no ordinary positivist, the fact remains that 
he uses the tools of science to criticize science. Whatever value geneal
ogy might have, the fact that it also operates as a critique of reason 
brings with it the inevitable "aporias of this self-referential under
taking."'5 

This argument is similar in structure to the one Habermas uses in his 
critique of Horkheimer and Adorno. In that case, he maintains that Hork
heimer and Adorno could not escape the demands of a communicative 
rationality, even though they were powerless to find a way out of what 
appeared to be a theoretical dead-end and were compelled to circle 
about in the practices of an ad hoc determinate negation. In the case of 
aenealogy, he explains that Foucault's contradiction does not remain at 
the level of his "postmodem rhetoric"16 but reaches into his concept of 
power. He shows in some detail how Foucault thinks of "power" simul
taneously as something historical and as something transcendental; it is 
the object of historical-empirical research, even as it points to intelligi
ble structures beyond specific historical events. "Power" is thus raised 

12. a. Hubert L Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Mtcbel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism 
and Hermeneutics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983 ). 

13. Habermas, "Critique of Reason," 257. 
14. Habennas, "Some Questions," 276. The German edition uses the term "gliicldicher 

Positivist," which has been translated into English as "fortunate positivist." I prefer 
"happy positivist." 

15. Habermas, "Critique of Reason," 247. 
16. Habermas, "Some Questions," 282. 
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to a "basic transcendental-historicist concept of historiography as cri
tique of reason," and we are left with the "paradoxical consequences of 
a fundamental concept contaminated by contrary meanings."17 

Given the parameters of Habermas's discussion, it is hard to see how 
Foucault can escape the charge of performative contradiction. He could 
explain it away by claiming that genealogies, which have enacted a dis
persal of subjectivity, do not leave room for a subject that could take re
sponsibility for the contradiction.18 However, a case can be made that 
the dispersed subject is a version of the unified subject classically identi
fied with instrumental reason and modem subjectivity. More important, 
the charge of performative contradiction, though linked in Habermas's 
analysis with the idea of Foucault's unsuccessful attempt to evade mod
ern subjectivity, is directly tied to the communicative structures of ra
tional argumentation: the speaking subject cannot simply be identified 
with the model of the unified/dispersed subject. Tilis situation may raise 
further questions, as Martin Jay suggests, about the location of the "re
sponsible speaker,"19 but it does not get Foucault out of the difficulty. 

Habermas's discussion of Foucault is impressive and confident, and his 
criticism, though sympathetically expressed, is unsparing. He further ar
gues that the idea of "subjugated knowledges"20 cannot serve as a foun
dation for genealogy and that the validity claims of Foucault's own dis
course are "nothing else than the effects of power they unleash." While 
he sees genealogical historiography as a possibly useful "tactic and a tool 
for waging a battle against a normatively unassailable formation of 
power," he insists, referring to an argument made by Nancy Fraser, that 
some kind of normative notions are necessary if Foucault is, in Fraser's 
words, to "begin to tell us what is wrong with the modem power/knowl
edge regime and why we ought to oppose it. "21 He also believes that al
though Foucault sees the dilemma, he is strongly influenced by Nietz
sche's example to hold on to his "embattled perspectivism." For 

17. Habermas, "Critique of Reason," 254-57. 
18. a. Jay, "Performative Contradiction," 267-68. 
19. Ibid., 275-76. 
20. Habermas points to Foucault's own linking of genealogical research activity with 

the claims of "local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate knowledges against the 
claims of a unitary body of theory which would filter, hierarchise and order them in the 
name of some true knowledge." See Michel Foucault, "1\vo Lectures," in Power/Knowl
edge, ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon, 1980 ), 83. 

21. Nancy Fraser, "Foucault on Modem Power: Empirical Insights and Normative Con· 
fusions," Praxis International 1 ( 1981 ): 283. 
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Foucault, as for Nietzsche, historical consciousness becomes an "objec
tivistic illusion" that serves as a mask for basically irrational impulses 
and passions. 22 

Perhaps Foucault is confused, as Charles Taylor thinks. 23 Or maybe he 
has not found the right vocabulary, as Richard Rorty might say. But Fou
cault's stubborn refusal to name a "right side"24 is also a defiant gesture 
that recalls Horkheimer and Adorno's attitude to the paradoxes of self
referential critique. Yet Habermas's attempt to deal with Foucault's de
fiance is only partially successful because it also indicates the limitations 
of his own theory. 

Habermas has argued that Foucault's genealogies, which demonstrate 
the coercive features of historical discourses, cannot deal with the more 
positive aspects of power as reflected in the self-understanding of dis
course participants. Because the theory of communicative action at
tempts to reconstruct such self-understanding, genealogies can be 
viewed as complementing, even affirming, that theory. Nonetheless, this 
Habermasian strategy for dealing with genealogy is not without prob
lems. As discussed above, the archaeologist works by "bracketing" the 
self-understanding of participants. But the reverse also appears to be 
true because it is possible to reconstruct the internal perspective of par
ticipants in communicative action only if we bracket the understanding 
of a possible archaeologist, which leaves Habermas open to the same 
charge-in reverse-that he levels at Foucault, that is, that the theory of 
communicative action is only partial in that it cannot inquire about the 
function of the will that gains expression in discourses. Since no one is 
likely to argue that there is no will in discourse, we should be able to in
vestigate which will it is that gets expressed. However, such knowledge 
is not possible from the perspective of discourse participants, who "al· 
ways have to suppose that only the unforced force of the better argu
ment comes into play under the unavoidable communication presuppo-

22. Habermas, "Some Questions," 278-84. 
23. See Taylor's remarks in New left Review 170 Ouly/August 1988): 114-16. a. his 

"Foucault on Freedom and 'Ihlth," in Political Theory 12 (May 1984): 152-83. 
24. Habermas, "Some Questions," 282, finds this situation exasperating. For a defense 

of Foucault against Habermas, see Joseph Margolis, "Redeeming Foucault," in John Ca
puto and Mark Yount, eds., Foucault and tbe Critique of Institutions (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993 ), 41-59; Caputo, "On Not Knowing Who We 
Are: Madness, Hermeneutics, and the Night of Truth in Foucault," in the same volume, 
233-62, argues that Foucault has to be seen as practicing a "radical" hermeneutics. 
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sitions of argumentative discourse."25 Habermas's theory begins from 
that perspective, so it must, as a matter of methodology, exclude from its 
object domain the type of data that goes into genealogical researches 
and which aims at an exposition of the will that gets expressed through 
various types of exclusionary mechanisms, prohibitions on what can be 
said and how, rules about who has the right to speak, class and race spec
ifications, gender specifications, and so on. 

The obvious Habermasian response to concerns about what is left out 
in his theory of communicative action is that genealogy is more appro
priate for gaining knowledge of the discursively constructed will. This 
response is bound to fail because, even for Habermas, the matter cannot 
be reduced to alternative approaches and methodologies: a theory of 
communicative action that deals with the self-understanding of dis
course participants or genealogical researches that focus on substantive 
issues of culture and power. As discussed above, for Habermas, the pre
cise difficulty of genealogy is that it seems to be more than it can be-a 
radical critique of reason, whereas, from the perspective of his theory of 
communicative action, genealogy can only be the exposition and criti· 
cism of various forms of cultural expressions of rationality. The theory of 
communicative action, it has to be said, puts us in an impossible situa
tion: it says both that we should look to genealogy for what it leaves out 
and that genealogy is inherently paradoxical. This impasse is not simply 
a matter of the equally "partial" perspectives employed by Habermas 
and Foucault. Rather Habermas's theory and Foucault's genealogy are 
"coupled" in such a way that the one kind of analysis serves to exclude 
the objects of the other: genealogy cannot get at the internal perspective 
of discourse participants, the theory of communicative action cannot 
identify the will that gets expressed in discourse. 

Faced with this situation, one might try to reflect on one's starting 
point-the internal perspective of participants in discourse-and put 
the assumptions related to that starting point under critical scrutiny. Or 
one might, as Habermas does, make that starting point relatively im
mune to criticism and instead try to figure out what kind of justification 
would be needed to support it. An indication of the kind of justification 
Habermas tries to provide is contained in his claim that Foucault failed 
to see that he was dealing with a "specific will to knowledge and to truth 
that is constitutive for the modem form of knowledge in general and for 

25. Habermas, "Horkheimer and Adorno," 130. 
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rn~ll'!lll~ (by no means only the modem ones) can be shown to have 

dllc:t»UdC5 d d . fr ti" f " H die cbatadCC of bidden power an enve om prac ces o power. e 
that the human sciences can be "unconsciously instrumental

~for the "self-destructive dynamic of the self-positing subject," but 
suggests that a ''way out" can be found through the "reflective" sciences 
and philosophy, which unlike the human sciences, are in a position to 
take account of the "structurally generated will to self-knowledge and 
self-reification" and thus able "to free themselves from the power that 
drives them. "26 I shall not address here the question whether the "re
flective" sciences and philosophy can provide a basis for a discourse that 
is able to free itself (in principle) from power. Instead I want to remark 
that whereas Foucault cannot show that "all discourses ... derive from 
practices of power," Habermas has put himself in a position whereby he 
must show that at least one discourse is not so derived, which reinforces 
my point that the theory of communicative action is intertextually 
linked with genealogy. Habermas can show that as discourse partici
pants we must suppose that at least one discourse is not derived from 
power, but this supposition, even if it is as unavoidable as he says it is, 
will always allow for the Foucaultian suspicion that all discourses are in 
fact derived from power. 

While Foucault is identified with Nietzsche, Habermas sees Derrida as 
the "disciple" of Martin Heidegger.27 In the first of two essays dealing 
with deconstruction, Habermas argues that Derrida too fails to find a 
way out of the philosophy of the subject because he substitutes an Ur
schrijt for transcendental subjectivity. 

26. Habermas, "Critique of Reason," 265. 
27. Habermas became troubled upon his discovery in the early 1950s that Heidegger 

had sanctioned the publication of writings from the 1930s with the o1fending references 
to National Socialism intact. He drew the conclusion that Heidegger's philosophy could 
too readily accommodate the politics of National Socialism, and he located that accom
modation in Heidegger's devaluing of rational argumentation. He pursued these themes 
in the early 1950s and again in the 1980s. SeeJiirgen Habermas, "lm IJchte Heideggers," 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 12 July 1952; "Mit Heidegger gegen Heidegger denken. 
Zur veroft'entlichung von Vorlesungen aus dem Jahr 1935," Frankfurter Allgemeine Zei
tung, 25 July 1953. Cf. his "Die groSe Wirlrung. Eine chronistische Anmerlrung zu Martin 
Heideggers 70. Geburtstag," Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 26 September 1959. Cf. 
also his "Heidegger-Werk und Weltanschauung," his foreword to Victor Farias, Heidegger 
und der Nationalsozialtsmus (Frankfurt: Fischer Verlag, 1989 ); "Work and Weltanschau
dng: The Heidegger Controversy from a German Perspective," Critical Inquiry 15 (Win
ter 1989): 431-56; and "The Undermining of Western Rationalism through the Critique 
of Metaphysics: Martin Heidegger," in Pbtlosopbical Discourse of Modernity, 131-60. 
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Derrida achieves an inversion of Husserlian foundationalism inas
much as the originative transcendental power of creative subjec
tivity passes over into the anonymous, history-making productiv
ity of writing. . . . Derrida by no means breaks with the 
foundationalist tenacity of the philosophy of the subject; he only 
makes what it had regarded as fundamental dependent on the still 
profounder-though now vacillating or oscillating-basis of an 
originative power set temporally aftow. Unabashedly, and in the 
style of Ursprungspbilosopbte, Derrida falls back on this Urscb
rlft, which leaves its traces anonymously, without any subject. 28 

This description is overdetermined by Habermas's worry about the 
problem of a radical critique of reason and does not do justice to the 
point of Derrida's reading of Husserl, namely, that iterability is presup
posed in all intentional acts. However, the claim that Derrida too is 
trapped in modem subjectivity does not settle the matter for Habermas, 
who needs a stronger argument against deconstruction than he does 
against genealogy because he is convinced that as Heidegger's "disci
ple," Dertida, unlike Foucault, has devalued argumentation. Habermas, 
as is well known, sees an important connection between Heidegger's 
philosophy and his National Socialist sentiments, and he is particularly 
alarmed that Heidegger uses the idea of ontological difference to posit 
the existence of a "cognitive competence beyond self-reflection, beyond 
discursive thought. "29 Derrida, too, he argues, "degrades politics and 
contemporary history to the status of the ontic and the foreground, so as 
to romp all the more freely, and with a greater wealth of associations, in 
the sphere of the ontological and the archewriting."30 

Habermas sees right away, however, that unlike Heidegger, Derrida 
does not give a special status to Andenken, and in a second essay he at
tempts to bring out the basis of Derrida's alleged devaluation of the 
norms of argumentation. 31 Here he does not address Derrida's writings, 
but rather the views of Derrida's "disciples," and his reconstruction of 
"Derrida's" argument is heavily dependent on a description of the prac-

28. Jiirgen Habermas, "Beyond a Temporalized Philosophy of Origins: Jacques Derri· 
da's Critique of Phonocentrism," in his Pbilosopbical Discourse of Modernity, 178-79. 

29. Habermas, "Undermining of Western Rationalism," 136. 
30. Habermas, "Beyond a Temporalized Philosophy of Origins," 181. 
31. Jiirgen Habermas, "Excursus on Leveling the Genre Distinction Between Philoso

phy and literature," in his Pbilosopbtcal Discourse of Modernity, 185-210. 
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tice of deconstruction in a text authored by someone else.32 He attempts 
to defend this procedure by saying that Derrida "does not belong to 
those philosophers who like to argue."33 The most generous conclusion 
I can reach is that Habermas's prejudgment of Derrida as a disciple of 
Heidegger led him to view Derrida's admittedly unorthodox style as an 
attempt to avoid argumentation. In any event, he claims to have found 
the basis for what he sees as Derrida's position in deconstruction's sup
posed reversal of the primacy of logic over rhetoric. 34 His concern is 
that such a reversal, if sustained, would allow all texts to be examined 
primarily, if not solely, on the basis of the effects they achieve through 
their rhetorical elements. That would deny philosophy (and science) 
the problem-solving function that it claims to perform through rational 
argumentation. It would also allow Derrida, like Heidegger, but in a dif
ferent way, to avoid the charge of performative contradiction. As Haber
mas puts it, "There can only be talk about 'contradiction' in the light of 
consistency requirements, which lose their authority or are at least sub
ordinated to other demands--of an aesthetic nature, for example-if 
logic loses its conventional primacy over rhetoric." In an attempt to 
strengthen his case, Habermas asserts that Derrida "does not proceed 
analytically, in the sense of identifying hidden presuppositions or impli
cations," but by a "critique of style."35 Similarly, he attributes to Derrida 
the "purposely paradoxical statement that any interpretation is inevita
bly a false interpretation, and any understanding a misunderstanding. "36 

These charges provoked an angry reply from Derrida, who rejected 
outright the idea that his deconstruction could be reduced to a "critique 
of style" or the "primacy of rhetoric":37 "Deconstruction, as I [Derrida] 
have practiced it, has always been foreign to rhetoricism ... decon
struction, that at least to which I refer, begins by deconstructing logo
centrism, and hence also that which rhetoricism might owe to it. Also 
for the same reason I never assimilated philosophy, science, theory, criti-

32. Jonathan Culler, On DeconstucHon: Theory and CrlHclsm after Structuralism 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), is the text in question. 

33. Habermas, "Excursus," 193. 
34. In Habermas's defense, Culler's book does seem to make this claim. Even an in

censed Derrida admits that Jonathan Culler is "occasionally obliged to rigidify my argu
ments out of pedagogical considerations." See Jacques Derrida,Limltedlnc., (Evanston, 
ID.: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 157 n. 9. 

35. Habermas, "Excursus," 188-89. 
36. Ibid., 198. 
37. Derrida, Limited Inc., 156-58 n. 9. 



CRITIQUE OF REAsoN 29 

ciSOl. taw, morality, etc. to literary fi.ctions."38 Derrida also denied think
ing or ever saying that "any interpretation is inevitably a false interpreta
tion, and any understanding a misunderstanding," and he insisted that he 
was "one of those who love 'arguing. • "39 

Habermas's general strategy against postmodernism is to identify re
versals, evidence of unwitting support for the philosophy of the subject 
and the possibility of performative contradictions. His examination of 
the writings of Derrida's "disciples" was supposed to get at the nature of 
the challenge that deconstruction poses for modernity and, more spe
cifically, for the theory of communicative action. However, it is far from 
clear that Derrida abandons rational argumentation and that he does this 
on the basis of the primacy of rhetoric. Moreover, as practiced by Der
rida, deconstruction's professed commitment to "the ethics of discus
sion ... the rules of the academy, of the university, and of publication"40 

suggests that there are no practical implications for conventional modes 
of conducting research. Nor does Derrida seem to be participating in 
that "totalized critique" usually associated with Adorno. At least he de
nies the view-attributed to him by both sympathizers and critics-that 
he has ever " 'put such concepts as truth, reference, and the stability of 
interpretive contexts radically into question' if 'putting radically into 
question' means contesting that there are and that there should be truth, 
reference, and stable contexts of interpretation."41 It is also open to 
question whether Derrida is in a performative contradiction even when 
he poses radical questions concerning the "possibility of these things 
[truth, etc.], of these values, of these norms, of this stability." This 
"truth" is not to be identified with a Heideggerian "truth-occurrence." 
On the contrary, "in pragmatically determined situations in which this 
'truth' is set forth [the questioning of the possibility of truth, etc. and the 
discourse attuned to that questioning] must submit ... to the norms of 
the context that requires one to prove, to demonstrate, to proceed cor
rectly, to conform to the rules of language and to a great number of 
other social, ethical, political-institutional rules, etc."42 

38. Ibid., 156 n. 9. 
39. Ibid., 157 n. 9. Some commentators, notably Christopher Norris, have retracted 

their earlier statements that deconstruction privileges rhetoric or is in some sense sub
versive of argumentation. Cf. Norris's Deconst7Uction: Tbeory and Practice (New York: 
Routledge, 1991 ). 

40. Derrida, Limited Inc., 157 n. 9. 
41. Derrida, "Afterword: Toward an Ethic of Discussion," in Limited Inc., 150. 
42. Ibid., 150-51. 
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H Derrida's attitude to argumentation were the problem, Habermas 
should have been reassured--at least he could have proceeded with the 
question of whether Derrida is in a performative contradiction. Yet the 
issue seems not yet to have been named. Nor is Derrida's response to Ha
bermas very helpful because for the most part he simply denies the 
charges. The Habermas/Derrida exchange cannot be viewed as an unfor
tunate misunderstanding, however, and Habermas's uncharacteristic in
sensitivity to the ethics of discussion cannot be reduced to anxiety 
about a possible repetition of the Heidegger dilemma. Moreover, Habet
mas acknowledges the importance of the deconstructionist concern 
about difference,43 so that, while strategies for dealing with difference 
are more developed in deconstruction, the attention to difference can
not in itself explain the difficulty he sees in deconstruction. To under
stand that difficulty, we have to address Derrida's claim that he is not, as 
Habermas would have it, proposing a '<way out" of the philosophy of 
the subject, but rather facilitating, through his writings, a process of 
deconstruction or destabilization--still tied to rational argumentation 
-which, according to Derrida, is already in progress. So, the question is 
what is the nature of this deconstructionist claim and what implications 
does it have for the theory of communicative action? 

As I see it, deconstruction distinguishes itself by the claim-which is 
criticizable and, therefore in the Habermasian sense, inside rational ar
gumentation-that the nonidentical or differance or play is inevitably 
built into norms of intelligibility or rationality structures. Derrida not 
only makes this claim, but pursues its implications into the deepest re
cesses of philosophical thinking: "What has always interested me the 
most, what has always seemed to me the most rigorous ... is ... the 
strictest possible determination of the figures of play, of oscillation, of 
undecidability, which is to say, of the differantial conditions of deter
minable history, etc. "44 A possible response to this suggestion is that I 
am not giving sufficient attention to two different levels of analysis: 
norms of intelligibility and rationality structures. For example, one 
might conceive of norms of intelligibility as cultural/historical standards 
that are unstable by their nature, but maintain that rationality structures 
are formal and procedural and thus not subject to the same degree of 

43. Habermas refers to Derrida's "subtle conception of difference." See his Past as Fu· 
ture (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 119. 

44. Derrida, "Afterword," 145. 
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varfability. There is some point to this argument. Moreover, Derrida and 
deconstructionists generally have been concerned to demonstrate the 
variability of norms of intelligibility in the sense of cultural/historical 
standards and have not turned their attention to the more enduring as
pects that Habermas has tried to identify in his examination of rational
ity structures. It is also true that, in deconstructionist circles, the formal/ 
substantive distinction has tended to be dogmatically rejected, rather 
than subjected to the close examination that one might expect, given 
the claims of (Derridean) deconstructionist practice. While such con
siderations make the matter between Habermas and Derrida more com
plex, they do not alter what I take to be the basic deconstructionist chal· 
lenge for the theory of communicative action. Even if we were to agree 
that rationality structures cannot be identified with culturally based 
norms of intelligibility, the claim that rationality structures are only rela
tively stable would still hold. This "relatively stable" cannot be theo
rized from within a theory that takes the (classically expressed) point of 
view of discourse participants in modernity: from that viewpoint ratio
nality structures have to be theorized as stable, fixed-according to Ha
bermas, "necessary" and "unavoidable." 

The matter is in need of further consideration, however. H decon
struction does not abandon rational argumentation, there is still a possi
bility that Habermas might be able to show that Derrida, like Foucault, is 
in a performative contradiction. One might, for example, point to Derri
da's statement that although deconstruction adheres to the conventions 
of theory, science, and philosophy, its attention to differance means that 
it is "no longer ... only theoretical-scientific-philosophical."45 Derrida's 
"no longer only" might indicate that deconstruction is, after all, a repu
diation of theory, science, philosophy, and the rational argumentation 
that accompanies them-a kind of contemptuous following of the rules 
only to find ways to destabilize them. (There is evidence that some post
modernists take this view). H so, while Derrida might not exactly reject 
argumentative practices, he might still devalue them. This devaluation 
would appear to be in the name of a reason that cannot be reduced to 
the instrumental and that involves the affirmative, but undertheorized, 
aspects of deconstruction-otherness, diversity, differences. If these as
pects are undertheorized, the question arises whether deconstruction 
repeats the failure of earlier critical theory to give expression to its ideal 

45. Ibid. 
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of One might also mention Derrida's many references to appar-
~ paradoxes and tensions and, even more explicitly, his at:.de to pertonnative contradiction-which seems to evoke the cheer

ful/defiant resignation reminiscent of Adorno or the "happy positivism" 
ofFoucault.oKi Just as one might say, with Habermas, that Foucault makes 
implicit appeals to the truth of his genealogical researches, one might 
suggest that Derrida, in his references to otherness and diversity, makes 
assumptions about a reason for which he provides no theoretical clarity. 
one could then conclude that we need to give more detailed expression 
to the affirmative aspects of both genealogy and deconstruction. 47 

This interpretation, which situates Derrida in a Nietzschean rather 
than Heideggerian problematic, would make a Habermasian critique of 
Derrida more plausible. However, this more Nietzschean interpretation 
of Derrida would not allow for the type of resolution that Habermas de
velops in the context of critical theory. Derrida's "no longer only," it 
turns out, cannot be channeled into one of the two alternatives pro
posed by Habermas: either a concept of instrumental reason that applies 
to subject/object relations or an expanded concept of reason that re
quires a theorization of rationality structures as stable, necessary, and 
unavoidable. Deconstruction creates a difficulty because it involves the 
claim that rationality structures are inherently unstable, whereas the ex
panded concept of reason that Habermas offers in response to Hork
heimer and Adorno and to Foucault is based on the view that the ratio
nality structures he reconstructs are essentially stable components of a 
universal rationality embodied in the validity-basis of speech. 

The question of the relative stability of rationality structures is "pro
hibited" by the theory of communication. That is, that question is al
ready "settled" before the theory of communicative action even begins. 
As Habermas explains, his theory is based on two methodological ab
stractions: the development of cognitive structures is abstracted from 
the "historical dynamic of events," and the evolution of society is ab-

46. a. Jacques Derrida, Tbe Other Heading {Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1992), 79-80. Cf. also his Limited Inc., 157-58 n. 9, where he objects to Habermas's 
charge of performative contradiction. 

47. Variants of this strategy can be found in Bernstein, New Constellation, and in Me· 
Carthy,IIM!als and Illusions. For a critique of Bernstein and McCarthy, see Marie Fleming, 
"Critical Theory Between Modernity and Postmodemity," Philosophy Today {forthcom· 
ing, 1997). 
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stracted from the "historical concretion of forms of life."48 Habermas's 
claim that rationality structures are "necessary" and "unavoidable," de
spite their historical roots, has seemed exaggerated to some of his ( sym
pathetic) readers who have suspected him of a naturalistic fallacy. How
ever, the matter becomes more critical in the context of deconstruction 
because, from a deconstructionist perspective, the claim that rationality 
structures are necessary and unavoidable shuts down the discussion in
stead of opening it up. If rationality structures were unavoidable and 
necessary, in an absolute sense, we need do no more, and can do no 
more, than produce a description of them. But if there is an opening, 
however small, that opening should allow for discussion of the historic
ity of the "non-natural" power relations that continue, up to a point, to 
determine rationality practices. Not only is there the suspicion that Ha
bermas is shutting down the discussion. He may also be incorporating 
into his theory of communicative action a self-understanding that (con
ceivably falsely) universalizes as the norm its own historically specific 
experiences. It is hard to see how the deconstructionist claim that ratio
nality structures are only relatively stable can be handled from within a 
theory that takes the (classical) point of view of discourse participants 
in modernity: from that viewpoint rationality structures have to be theo
rized as stable, fixed-necessary and unavoidable. 

The major themes of Habermas's philosophy and social theory have 
developed in conjunction with his participation in a series of significant 
intellectual exchanges carried out in a fairly public fashion and across 
several disciplines. He made important contributions to the "positivist 
dispute" begun by Adorno and Karl Popper; he energetically engaged 
Hans-Georg Gadamer on hermeneutics and Niklas Luhmann on systems 
theory; and more recently he has created much controversy among his
torians and others over issues related to the interpretation of the Holo
caust and the public use of history.49 Over the years, and in the context 
of these (political and intellectual) exchanges, Habermas has formulated 
new, and sometimes important, perspectives that he has incorporated 
into his theory in various ways, and many of his supporters believed that 
his "debate" with postmodernism would lead to similarly productive re-

48. Habennas, TCA, 2:383. 
49. For a detailed account of Habennas's debates, see Robert C. Holub, JU1gen HabeT

mas: Critic in the Public Sphere (New York: Routledge, 1991). 
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suits. However, his book on the philosophical discourse of modernity is 
a "combative work," as Peter Dews remarks, and in it Habermas "leaves 
the impression of having far less to learn from his opponents. "50 It is un
deniably true that the combativeness of Habermas's book stems from 
what he views as a wholesale onslaught by postmodernists on the en
lightenment tradition. However, this is only part of the story. In my 
view, what is at issue cannot be reduced to an argument about the status 
of the enlightenment or the critical resources of modernity. Habermas's 
combative approach to postmodernism also has to be taken as an indica
tion of his overly defensive position on the starting point and content of 
his theory of communicative action. 

In conclusion, Habermas's attempt to apply the idea of a radical critique 
of reason to "postmodemism" meets with limited success. He may be 
right to interpret Horkheimer and Adorno as saying that we cannot have 
normative reference points, and I do not deny that some postmodernists 
make this mistake as well. However, the mistake is not intrinsic to "post
modernism"-many of those identified as postmodem can, and fre
quently do, acknowledge the normativity of intersubjective relations. 
Moreover, the mistake Habermas attributes to Horkheimer and Adorno 
is even less likely to be made by many feminists, who are keenly aware 
of the need to develop critiques of established social and political condi
tions and generally sensitive to the debilitating consequences of some 
forms of postmodernism. If a "radical critique of reason" means denying 
the possibility of establishing normative reference points, then much 
feminism and (at least some forms of) postmodernism cannot be shown 
to be making such a critique. 

Habermas does not view questions of history and culture as unimpor
tant, but he conceives of them as "supplementary," something to be added 
on to a theory of communicative action and to be dealt with in a supple
mentary analysis. This solution does not end the difficulty, however, be
cause the type of questions raised by the newer methodologies-geneal
ogy, deconstruction, gender analysis--<lo not quite fit with the division he 
makes between matters of rationality and matters of culture and history. In 
the case of Foucault, genealogical questions do not confine themselves to 
culture and history, but spill over into a critique of reason In the case of de-

50. Jurgen Habennas, Autonomy and Solidarity: Interviews witb Jurgen Habermas, 
ed. Peter Dews (London: Verso, 1992), 3. 
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constrUction, the claim that rationality structures are only relatively stable 
cannot even be raised from within the theory of communicative action. I 
leave it to later chapters to address the challenges that feminism poses for 
HaberffiaS· Here I say that feminists share in the feeling or intuition, ex
pressed in much contemporary writing, that one is both inside and outside 
modern philosophical and theoretical discourse. 1bis and similar intuitions 
indicate the presence of not easily assimilable viewpoints--on gender, for 
example, but they also give evidence that it is possible, sometimes neces
sary, to read without premises of stability. 1bis point, I want to emphasize, 
does not require a strictly postmodern standpoint and can, in fact, be made 
from within critical theory. As Albrecht Wellmer writes, "The notion of 
communicative rationality is also meant to indicate a conception (and self
conception) of symbolic communication which does not allow for any va
lidity claims to be exempt in principle from possible critical exami
nation."51 

Habermas's objective in his book The Philosophical Discourse of Mo
dernity is to strengthen universalist claims by making them immune to 
genealogical and deconstructionist critiques. In my view, however, this 
strategy only leads to a weakening of universalism. I maintain that gene
alogy, deconstruction, and gender analysis pose questions of history and 
context that cannot be put to one side and that we should view para
doxes as possibly productive, the result perhaps of diverse and not easily 
assimilable viewpoints, even a hopeful sign of a less restrictive human 
community. I suggest that we regard universalism as a discursive space, 
unstable and necessarily open, in which genealogical and deconstruc
tionist claims can be taken up and addressed and in which new under
standings of a universalist consciousness can be developed. We need to 
take seriously the universalist values of equality and inclusiveness, and 
we need to seek to give expression inside universalist discourse to those 
interests not well represented in the classical interpretations of moder
nity. I critically examine Habermas's views on gender from that stand
point and suggest that his theory of communicative action is overdeter
mined by historically specific theoretical commitments. Paradoxically, a 
theory that sets out to rid itself of the content of historical traditions, in 
the end, is too deeply influenced by historical categories. I do not dis
pute universalism, rather I argue that Habermas's theory is not universal
istic enough. 

51. Albrecht Welbner, "Reason, Utopia, and the Dialectic of Enlightenment," in Rich· 
ardJ. Bernstein, ed., Habermas and Modernity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1985), 53. 
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THE EMANCIPATORY 

INTEREST 

Habermas places Horkheimer and Adorno in a skeptical strand of moder· 
nity stemming from Nietzsche and reaching forward into postmodern· 
ism. He sees them entangled in the paradoxes of a radical critique of rea· 
son and, generally, making the kind of mistakes that would eventually 
lead postmodemists to abandon modernity altogether. But he also tries 
to rescue the older generation of critical theorists from too complete an 
identification with postmodemism. He maintains that despite their affin. 
ity for Nietzsche's aesthetic theories, Horkheimer and Adorno did not 
follow Nietzsche all the way to a conflation of validity and power and 
that they continued to believe in modernity's redemptive potentials, 
even if they could only express that belief through performative contra· 
diction. Here we see Habermas drawing the line between a modernity 
that stands for universalist values and a postmodernity that turns away 
from enlightenment thinking. Horkheimer and Adorno might come 
close to the line, but in the end, Habermas insists, they never cross it 
into postmodemity. Nonetheless, there is still a problem for critical the· 
ory, as envisioned by Habermas. He maintains that Horkheimer and 
Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment is inherently subversive of enlight· 
enment thinking, so that while they might refuse to give up on the en· 
lightenment, that refusal can only take the shape of an (ungrounded) be· 
lief in the aesthetic or expressive aspects of human existence. They 
cannot tell us why we should hold that belief. According to Habermas, 
an expanded concept of rationality can provide a reasoned basis for mo· 
demity, so that there is no longer any need to circle about, with Hork· 
heimer and Adorno, in performative contradiction. 
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In this chapter I raise the question of the relation between Habermas's 
theory of communicative action and the emancipatory aspects of en
lightenment thinking. In this regard Habermas's views can be quite per
plexing. It is certainly worth noting that he seeks to secure Horkheimer 
and Adorno's connection to the enlightenment by referring to their con
tinuing belief in the enlightenment's emancipatory impulse. And yet, if 
the interest in emancipation is what it is that remains valuable about mo
dernity, it is strange that his theory of communicative action, which is 
supposed to provide a basis for modernity, says virtually nothing about 
emancipation. Moreover, Habermas's attention to the moral-practical 
sphere of rationality has given rise to concerns about whether he has 
given up on emancipation altogether, especially if he can say, as he does, 
that we may be able to achieve (a procedural type of) justice, but not 
necessarily happiness. 1 The stark contrast between Habermas's earlier 
explicit theorization of an emancipatory interest of knowledge and his 
all but complete silence on the topic in his theory of communicative ac
tion is so conspicuous that it calls for some explanation. One cannot 
simply assume that there is no relation at all between the earlier and 
later works, not the least because he still apparently holds to the basic 
outline of his earlier argument on the relation between knowledge and 
human interests. 2 

I want to reconstruct the rationality problematic of Habermas's the
ory of communicative action by establishing connections between his 
epistemologically based conception of knowledge-constitutive interests 
and his linguistic-pragmatic concept of communicative rationality. I 
make these connections by focusing on the problem of meaning in the 
social sciences, a problem that is central both to his earlier thesis on 
knowledge and human interests and to his understanding of rationality 
in his theory of communicative action. By examining how his earlier, 
and explicit, thematization of an emancipatory interest of knowledge 
arises out of his concern with the problem of meaning we can thus raise 
questions about whether and, if so, how the idea of emancipation makes 
itself felt in the theory of communicative action. 

1. See Martin Jay, "Habennas and Modernism," in Bernstein, Habermas and Moder
nity, 125-39; also Joel Whitebrook, "Reason and Happiness: Some Psychoanalytic 
Themes in Critical Theory," in Bernstein, 140-60. 

2. Jiirgen Habennas, "A Philosophico-Political Profile," in Autonomy and Solidarity, 
150. 
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Habermas's conception of knowledge-constitutive interests was formu
lated in the context of his participation in the "positivist dispute" of the 
1960s. That dispute began in 1961 with methodological and philosophi
cal disagreements between Adorno and Karl Popper and was continued 
from 1963 by Habermas and Hans Albert.3 Virtually every aspect of the 
debate about "positivism," including the term itself, became subject to 
intense disagreement," but Habermas's concerns became centrally fo
cused on the problem of understanding meaning. He argued that ana
lytic philosophy, which worked from the model of the natural sciences, 
could not grasp the unique features of the interpretive social sciences, 
which he saw as connected to the core area of the understanding of 
meaning. He explained that the data used by interpretive social scien
tists were symbolically prestructured and had to be distinguished from 
the type of data used by natural scientists, and he maintained that we 
had to think in terms of two distinct types of sciences, the empirical-ana
lytic and the historical-hermeneutic. But while the question of the differ
ences between the social and natural sciences turned on the use of her
meneutical methods, it did not stop there. The fact that interpretive 
social scientists had no choice but to employ such methods meant that 
philosophical retlection on social science practice had to include a con
sideration of the interpreter's "participation" in the creation of the ob
jects of her research. The "data" only came into existence through the 
participation of the interpreter, who had to be able to "translate" into 
data the symbolically prestructured reality she confronted. 5 In the 

3. See Theodor W. Adorno et al., The Postuvist Dispute in German Sociology, trans. 
Glyn Adey and David Frisby (London: Heinemann, 1976). Habermas published his views 
in two major books, On the Logic of tbe Social Sciences, trans. Shierry Weber Nicholsen 
and Jerry A. Stark (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988) and Knowledge and Human Interests. 
Habermas's inaugural address to the University of Frankfurt in 1965 is published as 
"Knowledge and Human Interests: A General Perspective," in his Knowledge and Human 
Interests, 301-17. 

4. The debate is also a continuation of Horkhelmer's attempt to distinguish between 
"critical" and "traditional" theory. See esp. Max Horkhelmer, ''Traditional and Critical 
Theory," in Max Horkheimer, Critical Theory: Selected Essays, trans. Matthew J. O'Con
nell (New York: Seabury Press, 1972), 188-243. 

5. See esp. Habermas, On tbe Logic of tbe Social Sciences. a. his articles "The Analyti
cal Theory of Science and Dialectics" and "A Positivistically Bisected Rationalism," both 
collected in Adorno, Positivist Dispute, 131-62 and 198-225. See also Jiirgen Habermas, 
"The Hermeneutic Claim to Universality," in josef Bleicher, ed., ContemporaryHenne
neutics: Hermeneutics as Method, Philosophy and Critique (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1980), 181-211; and Hans-GeorgGadamer, "The Universality of the Hermeneutical 
Problem," also in Bleicher, Contemporary Hermeneutics, 128-40. a. Habermas's "Some 
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t960s Habermas dealt with the question of the interpreter's "translat
Ing" role by introducing the concept of knowledge-constitutive in-

terests. 
1be idea of an emancipatory interest ofknowledge was the most con-

troversial feature of Habermas's concept of knowledge-constitutive in
terests. Initially, however, the concept concerned only the distinction 
between the empirical-analytic and historical-hermeneutic sciences. 
Having argued that in practice, the sciences divided into two types, he 
maintained that each was organized around a specific cognitive interest, 
a technical interest in the empirical-analytical sciences and a practical 
interest in the historical-hermeneutic ones. According to this view, em
pirical-analytic science involves the production of technically useful 
knowledge and can be traced to the necessity of the human species to 
secure its material conditions of life, whereas the historical-hermeneutic 
sciences are rooted in the universal need of humans to achieve a linguis
tically based preunderstanding (norms, values, and so on). In each case, 
Habermas understands the connection between knowledge and every
day life in terms of a feedback loop: causal explanations based on empiri
cal-analytical knowledge can be translated into technically useful knowl
edge and narrative explanations based on hermeneutic knowledge can 
be translated into practical knowledge. In 1973 he wrote that the feed
back loop could be explained by the fact that theoretical knowledge is 
"relatively embedded" in a universal context of prescientific interests.6 

He further suggested that the technical and practical cognitive interests 
could "neither be comprehended like empirical inclinations or attitudes 
nor be proposed or justified like variable values in relation to norms of 
action." They were rather "deep-seated anthropological interests" that 
we simply "encountered" when we attempted to clarify how the facts 
were "constituted."' He also said that these two interests were both 

Difficulties in the Attempt to link Theory and Praxis," in his Theory and Practice, trans. 
John Viertel (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973), 1-40. Georgia Warnke, Gadamer. Henneneu· 
tics, 'Iradition, and Reason (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 108 ff. and 124 ff:, 
provides a discussion of the exchange between Habennas and Gadamer. For an account 
of the social sciences, which draws on Habennas among others, see }ames Bohman, New 
Philosophy of Social Science: Problems of Indeterminacy (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1991 ). Honneth, Critique of Power, 203-39, charts the process through which Habennas 
arrived at the arguments he presented at his 1965 inaugural address. 

6. }iirgen Habennas, "A Postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests," Philosophy 
of the Social Sciences 3 ( 1973): 176. 

7. Habennas, "Some Difficulties," 21. 
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grounded in "deeply rooted" and presumably "invariant" structures of 
action and experience. 8 

The idea of a practical interest rooted in language, as distinguished 
from a technical interest rooted in labor, was used by Habermas to sup
port his argument that the understanding of meaning is a central feature 
of social science interpretive practice. In the context of the positivist 
dispute, his aim was to show the inherent limitations of a positivistically 
oriented philosophy of science that recognized science as the only legit
imate form of knowledge rather than as one possible form of knowl
edge.9 But he eventually went beyond this aim, as part of his attempt to 
clarify the status of a "critical" theory, to argue that we can also identify 
an emancipatory cognitive interest. To the extent that he connects this 
third interest to the idea of reflection, he can be seen as beginning to for
mulate the idea of an emancipatory cognitive interest in 1963, when he 
called for sustained reflection on the "knowledge-guiding [technical and 
practical] interests" that must be "brought under control and criticized 
or legitimated as objective interests derived from the total societal con
text."10 In a passage from 1964 he remarks: "As a makeshift, we can con
ceive of criticism ... as a process which, in a domination-free discussion, 
includes a progressive resolution of disagreement. Such a discussion is 
guided by the idea of a general and unconstrained consensus amongst 
those who participate in it." 11 

In his inaugural address to the University of Frankfurt ( 1965) Haber
mas connects the idea of self-reflection with the idea of an emancipatory 
cognitive interest. Whereas he had earlier begun from the facticity of 
two types of knowledge and introduced the idea of their respective cog
nitive interests as a way of distinguishing separate, though related, enter
prises connected to social reproduction, his argumentation now seems 
to demand a different reconstruction: he begins with the idea of an 
emancipatory interest involving self-reflection, identifies its role in so
cial reproduction, and finally, suggests the type of knowledge that could 
be said to embody it. As for the part played by self-reflection in the social 

8. Habermas, "Postscript," 176. 
9. Haberrnas, ibid., 158, sees his work as a "critique of scientism." "By scientism I 

mean a basic orientation prevailing in analytical philosophy ... [which] says that a scien
, tific philosophy, just like science itself, must proceed intentione rec~ i.e. it must have its 
object bdore itself (and is not allowed to approach it reflexively)." 

10. Haberrnas, "Analytical Theory," 162. 
11. Haberrnas, "Positivistically Bisected Rationalism," 215. 
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reproduction process, in a somewhat surprising tum, he links the eman
cipatory interest to ego-development, understood as a process whereby 
the individual achieves a critical understanding of (previously) uncon
scious constraints and learns to integrate his own needs and the de
mands of society. In an attempt to integrate the emancipatory interest 
into the structure he had developed in his discussion of the technical 
and practical interests, he explains that the emancipatory interest is 
rooted in power, which like labor and language, is another form of social 
organization. As examples of the type of knowledge based on a process 
of self-reflection that "releases the subject from dependence on hyposta
tiZed powers"12 he offers the social critiques of Karl Marx and the meta
psychology of Sigmund Freud that incorporate "an interest which di
rects knowledge, an interest in emancipation going beyond the 
technical and practical interests of knowledge. "13 

Notwithstanding this coordination of the three cognitive interests, 
each tied to social reproduction and to a specific type of knowledge, Ha
bermas's analysis is marked by an asymmetry. The technical and practi
cal interests are "lower" interests, 14 so that the third interest is "higher." 
Moreover, the connection of the emancipatory interest to power 
sharply distinguishes it because, whereas the technical and practical in
terests direct attention to the successful application of knowledge at the 
level of the everyday, critical self-reflection resists the reality of an ev
eryday marked by domination and aims at "unconstrained consensus."15 
The emancipatory interest, compared with the two "deep-seated anthro
pological" interests, is also historical in a way that is addressed only in 
passing. According to Habermas, the emancipatory interest "can only 
develop to the degree to which repressive force, in the form of the nor
mative exercise of power, presents itself permanently in structures of 
distorted communication-that is, to the extent that domination is insti
tutionalized."16 In 1973 he explained that although the technical and 

12. Habennas, Knowledge and Human Interests, 308 If. 
13. Habennas, "Some Difficulties," 9. The notion of knowledge-constitutive interests 

allowed Habermas to interrogate a hegemonic philosophy of science that, he argued, 
privileged one human interest, the technical one. The argument was not a plea to install 
philosophical hermeneutics in the piace occupied by philosophy of science, since the for
mer could also be shown to be limited in its privileging of the pracUcal interest. Either 
way, for Habermas, philosophy failed to embody the emancipatory interest, the one he 
believed was proper to it. 

14. Ibid., 21. 
15. Habennas, Knowledge and Human Interests, 313-14. 
16. Habennas, "Some Difficulties," 22. 
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practical interests in knowledge are grounded in "deeply rooted" struc
tures of action and experience, the emancipatory interest in knowledge 
has a "derivative status." It "guarantees the connection between theoret
ical knowledge and an 'object domain' of practical life which comes into 
existence as a result of systematically distorted communication and 
thinly legitimated repression." He draws the conclusion that the "type of 
action and experience corresponding to this object domain is, therefore, 
also derivative." He suggests as well that self-reflection aims at the disso
lution of the "pseudo-objectivity ... rooted in unconscious motives or 
repressed interests. "17 

Richard Bernstein explains that Habermas views the emancipatory in
terest as "derivative" in that we "derive" it from reflection on the vari
ous disciplines and types of knowledge guided by the technical and 
practical interests. By reflecting on these sources of knowledge we 
come to an awareness that "they contain an internal demand for open, 
free, non-coercive communication." Bernstein concludes from this that 
the emancipatory interest is derived from "what is presupposed" by the 
technical and practical interests.18 That is true only up to a point, how
ever, because the derivativeness of the emancipatory interest also has to 
be understood in terms of its status as a historically specific claim. Even 
if, as Habermas suggested in 1971, all three interests are peculiarly both 
"transcendental" and "historical," the fact that the emancipatory interest 
is derivative, as well as distinctively modem, raises questions about how 
that third interest could apply to contexts outside modernity. The risk 
Habermas sees in such questioning is that it leads to historicism. What
ever else might have been at issue, at that time he warned that "histori
cism ... would, at the very least, tie the emancipatory interest of knowl
edge to fortuitous historical constellations and would thus 
relativistically deprive self-reflection of the possibility of a justificatory 
basis for its claim to validity." 19 Those "fortuitous historical constella
tions" can be taken as referring to the emergence of the bourgeois state 
at the end of the eighteenth-century, to which Habermas devoted his 
book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. 20 

17. Habermas, "Postscript," 176. 
18. Bemstein,HabermasandModemity, 10-11. 
19. Habennas, "Some Difficulties," 14-15. 
20. See Jtirgen Habennas, The Structural Transfomuztton of the Public Sphere: An In· 

quiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1989 ). 
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Habermas's decision to leave epistemology for rational reconstruction 
was influenced by the many criticisms of his conception of knowledge· 
constitutive interests, especially of his idea of the emancipatory inter· 
est.21 Bernstein explains that Habermas himself came to realize that the 
conception of knowledge-constitutive interests was "seriously flawed." 
The "most glaring" flaw, according to Bernstein, is a "radical ambiguity" 
in the concepts of reflection and self-reflection. He writes that Habermas 
had fused two distinct conceptions: the self-reflection of reason upon its 
own conditions of employment and the emancipatory self-reflection that 
refers to a subject's attempt to release itself from hypostatized powers. 
According to Bernstein, the latter use of self-reflection is dependent on 
the first: emancipatory self-reflection presupposes a "rational recon· 
struction of the universal conditions for reason." As he further explains, 
Habermas became aware of the difficulty soon after he had completed 
Knowledge and Human Interests ( 1968) and tried to find a solution by 
distinguishing the practice of emancipatory critique from a rational re· 
construction that assists the process of emancipatory critique by giving 
an account of the universal conditions for the employment of reason. 22 

Bernstein's explanation of the split Habermas makes between rational 
reconstruction and critique can be supported by statements made by 
Habermas in 1971 and again in 1973.23 However, more was at issue for 
Habermas in the move to rational reconstruction than the internal diffi
culties of the concept of self-reflection. In his book on the philosophical 
discourse of modernity he explicitly argues against the model of self-re
flection and the figure of the "knowing subject," including the macro
subject of praxis philosophy. According to Habermas, the theory of com
municative action provides a model of a linguistically generated 
intersubjectivity that can no longer be thought of in terms of self-re
flection. 24 

21. See Karl-Otto Apel, "Wissenschaft als Emanzipation? Eine kritische Wiirdigung der 
Wissenschaftskonzeption der 'Kritischen Theorie,' " in Winfried Dallrnayr, ed., Material
ten zu Habermas' "Erkenntnts und Interesse" (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974), 
318-48, and Dietrich Bohler, "Zur Geltung des emanzipatorischen Interesses," also in 
Dallmayr, 349-68. a. Thomas McCarthy, Tbe Critical Theory o!Jiirgen Habermas (Cam· 
bridge: MIT Press, 1978), 53-125. See also Henning Ortmann, "Cognitive Interests and 
Self-Reflection," in John B. Thompson and David Held, eds., Habermas: Critical Debates 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1982), 79-97. 

22. Bernstein, Habermas and Modernity, 12-13. 
23. See Habermas, "Some Difficulties," 22-24, and "Postscript," 182-85. 
24. Habermas, Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, 300 JJ. 
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Nonetheless, despite the difficulties of an epistemological approach, 
flabermas did not abandon the idea of an emancipatory interest of 
knowledge. In 1971, for example, as he was planning his new project of 
rational reconstruction, he was still referring to an interest "which di
rects knowledge, an interest in emancipation going beyond the techni
cal and practical interests of knowledge." Moreover, he suggested that 
the foundation for a critical ( emancipatory) sociology might be "smug
gled in surreptitiously" when we "mingle" two senses of interest in en
lightenment: on the one hand, "a relentless discursive validation of 
claims to validity" and, on the other hand, "practical change of estab
lished conditions."25 He later explained that he moved "away from 
'knowledge and human interests' to 'society and communicative 
rationality,'" but noted: "I still consider the outlines of the argument de
veloped in [Knowledge and Human Interests] to be correct."26 

The relation between Habermas's earlier and later views remain un
clarified, and it is not surprising that his readers differ widely on just 
which aspects of his earlier work continue to be relevant for an under
standing of his theory of communicative action. Stephen White, for ex
ample, describes in detail relations between Habermas's mature work 
and his earlier conceptions of the technical and practical interests, but 
does not discuss how, if at all, his later theory relates to (or breaks with) 
the idea of an emancipatory interest.27 John B. Thompson believes that 
Habermas's later writings mark a "significant modification" of the view 
he defended in Knowledge and Human Interests, 28 whereas David Ras
mussen sees Habermas's philosophy of language and reconstructive sci
ence as having a strong connection to the idea of emancipation. 29 Ras

mussen confirms the view expressed some years ago by Thomas 
McCarthy that the "idea of a critical social theory incorporating an 
emancipatory interest takes us to the center of Habermas's thought."30 

According to Bernstein, "The insights contained in [Habermas's] original 
trichotomy of human interests are conceptually transformed in a new 
register within the context of his theory of communicative action." He 

25. Habennas, "Some Difficulties," 9 and 15. 
26. Habennas, "Philosophico-Political Profile," 150. 
27. See Stephen K. White, Tbe Recent Work of ]urgen Habermas: Reason, justice, and 

Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
28. John B. Thompson, Critical Hermeneutics: A Study in the Thought ofPaulRicoeur 

and ]urgen Habermas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981 ), 96-97. 
29. David M. Rasmussen, Reading Habermas (Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1990). 
30. McCarthy, Critical Theory, 76. 
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alsO suggests that although the later "instrumental action" is the link to 
the technical interest, "communicative action" ties together the practi
cal and emancipatory interests.31 

At the very least we have to go on the assumption that the idea of an 
ernancipatory interest continues to play some part in the theory of com
municative action. That is not to say that the idea, developed through 
epistemology, functions the same way in his later theory; there one 
would expect to find only traces of its "original" version. It is no coinci
dence, however, that traces of the ernancipatory interest can be located 
in Haberrnas's 1981 discussion of the problem of meaning. That discus
sion is, in fact, a more detailed working out of the situation of the inter
preter of meaning that he identified in the 1960s. As discussed earlier, it 
was precisely the situation of the interpreter of meaning that led him to 
develop the idea of an emancipatory interest in the first place. 32 

In the 1980s Haberrnas continued to argue, as he did in the 1960s, that 
the core area of social science practice is the understanding of meaning, 
and he expresses even more explicitly the view that the social sciences 
have a logic all their own. He appeals to Martin Heidegger's ontological 
characterization of understanding as a "basic feature of human exis
tence" and to Hans-Georg Gadarner's view that reaching understanding 
is a "basic feature of historical life." He also quotes Anthony Giddens to 
the effect that 'Verstehen' must be seen "not as a special method of entry 
to the social world peculiar to the social sciences, but as the ontological 

31. Bernstein, Habermas and Modernity, 17. See Fred R. Dallmayr, Polis and Praxis: 
Exercises in Contemporary Political Theory (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1984 ), 225 ff., who 
also sees important links between Haberrnas's earlier and later views, but emphasizes the 
conceptual difficulties especially in the later work. a. Dallmayr, "Habennas and Rational· 
ity," Political Theory 16 (November 1988): 553-79, and Bernstein, "Fred Dallmayr's Cri
tique of Habennas," ibid., 580-93. a. Dominick LaCapra, Rethinking Intellectual His· 
tory: Texts, Contexts, Language (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983 ), 156-63, who 
comments on difficulties in Haberrnas's (early) typology of work and interaction. These 
difficulties, as LaCapra suggests, are related to an undertheorized emancipatory interest. 

32. Habennas has been criticized for giving priority to the system perspective. See Me· 
Carthy, Ideals and Illusions, 152 ff. Cf. Dieter Misgeld, "Critical Hermeneutics versus 
Neoparsonianism?" New German Critique 35 (1985): 55-82; Hansjoas, "The Unhappy 
Marriage of Hermeneutics and Functionalism," in Axel Honneth and Hans Joas, eds., Com
municative Action: Essays onJurgen Habermas's "The Theory of Communicative Ac
tion," trans. jeremy Gaines and Doris L.jones (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991), 97-118; 
and Honneth, Critique of Power, 278 ff. That kind of criticism is not unfounded, but it 
does not confront the fact that despite his systems orientation, Habennas is preoccupied 
from beginning to the end with the lifeworld perspective of understanding meaning. 
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condition of human society as it is produced and reproduced by its 
members. "33 Now, as in the 1960s, he insists that the problem for the in
terpreter of meaning lies not only in "theoretically describing" data, but 
first of all in "obtaining" them, for the data to be gathered are "already 
symbolically structured and inaccessible to mere observation." While 
we have no choice but to accept symbolic expressions as the data on 
which the interpreter bases her observations--there is no other alterna
tive, the important question is how these data are obtained and what it 
means for our understanding of social science interpretive practice that 
the data, symbolic expressions, are accessible only through the inter
preter's participation in the object domain. Such participation has to be 
acknowledged because "meanings--whether embodied in actions, insti
tutions, products of labour, words, networks of cooperation, or docu
ments-can be made accessible only from the inside." But if the inter
preter becomes a participant, she must also enter into a very specific 
kind of relation with the subjects of her investigation. She must, accord
ing to Habermas, enter into a relation of intersubjectivity. 34 

Habermas understands the intersubjective relation between the inter
preter and the persons whose expressions are being analyzed in terms of 
what it means in general to understand symbolic expressions. He ex
plains that the term "rational" is normally used with reference to per
sons or actions, but that it actually refers to an (explicit or implicit) as
sessment concerning the extent to which good, that is, convincing, 
reasons can be provided to support an expression involving a belief or 
expectation. In the first instance, therefore, the rationality of an expres
sion depends on its "criticizability." The process involves "that type of 
speech in which participants thematize contested validity claims [to 
truth, rightness, or truthfulness] and attempt to vindicate or criticize 
them through arguments." Habermas maintains that interpreters, far 
from being impartial observers, must follow these "everyday" proce
dures in the explication of symbolic expressions in the object domain. 
That is, the nature of the data necessarily leads the interpreter of mean
ing into a type of participation that requires the redemption of validity 
claims and the establishment of an intersubjective relation with those 
whose expressions are being explicated. The interpreter has to know 

33. Anthony Giddens, New Rules of Sociological Method: A Positive Critique of Inter· 
pretativeSociologies (London: Hutchinson, 1976), 151; Habennas, TCA, 1:107. 

34. Habermas TCA, 1:107-12. Habermas agrees with Giddens that in the social sci· 
ences there is a "double hermeneutic"; Giddens, New Rules, 158. 
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the conditions under which the validity claims connected with the sym
bOlic expression would be accepted as valid and those under which they 
would be challenged and rejected. He must enter into the language in 
the object domain, that is, ask people what they mean by their expres
sions, and so on (direct access), or imagine what responses might be 
given (indirect access). Whether people are engaged in actual discus
sion, or whether, as in historical and some cross-cultural research, inves
tigators must rely on their imaginations, the access to data remains in 
principle the same. From a methodological perspective, it is also beside 
the point whether or not the people concerned have actual reasons: 
their actions will be intelligible (that is, make sense in the context of a 
rational interpretation of meaning) only if the interpreter reconstructs 
the situation in terms of (at least) possible reasons. "In order to under
stand an expression, the interpreter must bring to mind the reasons 
with which a speaker would if necessary and under suitable conditions 
defend its validity."35 

Habermas admits that it is a "disquieting thesis" that communicative 
actions have ~o be interpreted "rationally," that is, through the process 
of taking part in the redemption of validity claims. We might like to think 
that communicative actions can be understood first in their actual 
course and then assessed against some theory. On the contrary, hear
gues, meaning is inaccessible from the objectivating status of observer, 
and for that reason the interpreter has to become a participant. The fact 
that such participation involves the redemption of validity claims also 
denies the possibility of a dear separation of questions of meaning and 
questions of validity "in such a way as to secure for the understanding of 
meaning a purely descriptive character."36 Moreover, the interpreter is 
necessarily drawn into an evaluation of validity claims. This situation 
arises, according to Habermas, because the reasons that are offered, or 
could be offered, to the interpreter are of such a nature that they cannot 
be received without some sort of response, be it affirmation or negation 
or abstention. Thus the "description of reasons demands eo ipso an eval
uation, even when the one providing the description feels that he is not 
at the moment in a position to judge their soundness." It is possible to 
understand reasons "only to the extent that one understands why they 

35. Habermas,TCA, 1:9-15. 
36. Ibid., 107-8. According to his On tbe Logic of tbe Social Sciences, 135, "Symbolic 

validity cannot be logically distinguished from the origin of meaning." 



.lll~.ot sound, or why in a given case a decision as to whether rea-
good or bad is not (yet) possible."37 An abstention, he explains 

"does not really signify a true declaration of neutrality, but 
only signals that we are putting off problems for the time being."38 In 
fact. he writes, interpretation can take place "only under the presupposi
tion that [the interpreter] judges the agreement and disagreement, the 
validity claimS and potential reasons with which he is confronted, on a 
common basis shared in principle by him and those immediately in
volved."39 

The discussion of the interpreter's participation not only puts into 
question "the usual type of objectivity of knowledge. "40 It also produces 
a critical point in the analysis because the practice of a social science re
quires that we be able to distinguish the interpretive achievements of 
the social scientist from those of the people investigated. It is the at· 
tempt to maintain that distinction, in the face of the resistance to it from 
within the logic of his analysis, that drives Habermas into what Kenneth 
Baynes has called "an exercise in intellectual gymnastics."41 Baynes's re
mark is made within the context of a sympathetic treatment of Haber-

37. Habennas, TCA, 1:115-16. 
38. Jurgen Habermas, "Questions and Counterquestions," in Bemstein,Habennas and 

Modernity, 204. 
39. Habermas, TCA, 1:116-17. In 1985 Thomas Mccarthy described Habermas's argu· 

ment as an attempt to establish that "meaning, intelligibility, and understanding are in the 
final analysis inseparable from validity, rationality, and assessment." He also tried to dimin
ish the force of Habermas's argument. If it worked, he suggested, it demonstrated no 
more than the "unavoidability of something like what Weber called the Wertbezogenbeit, 
the value-relatedness of our interpretations; it does not suffice to exclude the Werturteils
freibeit, freedom from value judgments, that he combines with it." Contending that Ha
bermas's conclusion was stronger than warranted, he insisted on the possibility of with
holding judgment: "Interpreters raised in pluralistic cultures and schooled in cultural and 
historical differences are quite capable, it seems, of understanding symbolic expressions 
without taking a position on their validity." See Thomas Mccarthy, "Reflections on Ratio
nalization in The Theory of Communicative Action," in Bernstein, Habennas and Moder
nity, 183-85. a. Habermas, "Questions and Counterquestions," 203-6. McCarthy's ap· 
peal to a Western self-understanding is hardly convincing; we are given no further reason 
to believe that symbolic expressions can be understood "without taking a position on 
their validity." a. McCarthy, "Scientific Rationality and the 'Strong Program' in the Sociol· 
ogy of Knowledge," in Eman McMullin, ed., Construction and Constraint: The Shaping 
of Scientific Rationality (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 75-95, 
which tends to favor Habennas's view. 

40. Habermas, TCA, 1:116. 
41. Kenneth Baynes, "Rational Reconstruction and Social Criticism: Habermas's Model 

of Interpretive Social Science," The Pbilosopbical Forum 21 (Fall-Winter 1989-90 ): 125. 
Habermas, TCA, 1:113-14. 
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JllliS'S position, whose "intent," he feels, is "fairly clear." But this sort of 
"exercise" can also indicate a difficult problem. 

In an effort to distinguish the two sorts of interpretive achievements, 
those of the analyst and those of the people in the object domain, Haber
mas argues that social science interpretation requires that the rationality 
problematic be present on two levels. To distinguish these levels, he 
needs to specify the interpreter's participation, and this he does by split
ting the interpreter into speaker and actor. For the inhabitants of the 
"observed action system," he argues, speaking and acting are intrinsi
cally related, but the interpreter enters the observed system only as a 
speaker, not as an actor. "In concentrating, as a speaker and hearer, ex
clusively on the process of reaching understanding, the social scientist 
takes part in the observed action system subject to the withdrawa~ as it 
were, of his qualities as an actor." According to this explanation, the 
people in the observed action system participate for purposes of under
standing and action-coordination, while the interpreter participates 
with them only for "the sake ofunderstanding"-he or she has no inter
est in "their" action-coordination per se. Habermas also suggests that in
terpreters are involved in a "virtual" participation through which they 
become "at least potential members" of the communicative context 
under investigation. This participation is "merely 'virtual' ... because 
the interpreter, viewed in his capacity as an actor, pursues goals that are 
not related to the given context but to another system of action. To this 
extent, the social scientist does not pursue any aims of his own within 
the observed context." The interpreter then is involved in two action 
systems, and the "action system in which [he] moves as an actor lies on 
a different plane. "42 

Whereas Habermas once thought of the interpretation of meaning in 
terms of translation,43 in 1981 he suggests that there is an internal con
nection between the process of understanding meaning and the social 
scientist's preunderstanding of rationality. He maintains that it is impos
sible for the interpreter to understand communicative actions unless 
she already knows what is involved in reaching understanding and as
sessing validity claims. This know-how is not acquired at the site of the 
inquiry, however, because the interpreter has it before he arrives; it is in-

42. Habermas, TCA, 1:114. In 1967 Habermas thought of "observers" as "reflective par· 
ticipants." See his On tbe Logic of tbe Social Sciences, 93. 

43. "A translation must take place ... in this translation [the analyst] relies on the pat
tern in which he was socialized." Habermas, On tbeLogtc oftbeSoctal Sciences, 137. 



rleiii'JilCO by interpreters, as members of a social group in theirl 
iili'111&wc)dcl, prior to taking up the task of understanding the expres-: 

.. ·· countered in the object domain. 44 But this type of knowledge 
...,_en th · ' I al/h" · al has to be distinguished from e mterpreter s cu tur xstorxc stan-
dards of rationality. Habermas maintains that even though the interpret
er's preunderstanding of rationality belongs to the modem understand
ing of the world, it cannot be identified with the substantive (cultural! 
historical) rationality standards of modernity. At least that is the circum
stance, according to Habermas, in which social science interpreters 
must assess the validity claims that they identify as having been raised 
(at least implicitly) in the observed system. They must use their preun
derstanding of rationality to assess the validity claims with which they 
are confronted, and they must also try to put at a critical distance ratio
nality standards that are culturally specific to their own society. 

Much of Habermas's argumentation can be viewed as methodological. 
However, he does more than provide methodological arguments for un
derstanding social scientific interpretive practice. He also suggests that 
interpreters, once "participating" in the observed action system, are ob
ligated to "take seriously" the validity claims that are presumably raised 
there. On the one hand, the interpreter must assume, as a starting point 
for his interpretation, that there is an "immanent rationality" in speech 
that is "always implicitly shared." But Habermas also wants to say that 
the "immanent rationality" of speech is not merely a necessary presump
tion of social science interpretation but a reality that brings the inter
preter and those whose expressions are being analyzed into a relation of 
intersubjectivity. That relation goes beyond the interpreter's under
standing of the meaning of symbolic expressions. For example, Haber
mas insists that the interpreter should "take seriously the rationality 
claimed by the participants [in the object domain] for their utterances, 
and at the same time critically examine it." Far from being reluctant to 
judge, interpreters should, he thinks, feel positive about assuming such a 
role-make explicit "what the participants merely presuppose." Instead 
of placing oneself "outside the communication context under investiga
tion[,] one deepens and radicalizes it in a way that is in principle open to 
all participants" ( 130). Similarly, he writes: "It is [the] potential for cri
tique built into communicative action itself that the social scientist, by 
entering into the contexts of everyday action as a virtual participant, can 

44. Habennas, TCA, 1:110, 125. 
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systematically exploit and bringinto ~lay outside these contexts and 
agamst their particul:rrity" ( ~2·l·).~n i..:be other hand, he resists seeing 
the interpreter as taking the lDltiaUve, t:::ly viewing her actions as having 
"only the auxiliary function of ass~tm...g participation in the process of 
reaching understanding, which is the k· ey to understanding the actions 
of other agents" ( 114 ). 

Habermas's attempt to specify the i"'-terpretive achievements of the 
social scientist by splitting him intospe~er and actor presents us with a 
new set of questions. There may Well b~ some basis on which the inter
preter may be said to be uninvolved iO.. the action-coordination in the 
object domain, but the speaker role he Jt:tecessarily assumes there is per
formative. Insofar as he "takes seriousl]V" the validity claims that he as
certains in the object domain and insofa~t as he "deepens and radicalizes" 
the context, he is actively involved in Wbat Habermas refers to as the ra
tionalization of the lifeworld. That proc~ss is one in which the lifeworld 
is differentiated into the three structural_ components of culture, society, 
and personality and in which speakers begin to discriminate between 
three "worlds" (objective, social,subje~tive) and raise and redeem va
lidity claims (truth, rightness, truthfuln~s ). Such rationaliZation, in Ha
bermas's view, refers to changes at the f'~rmallevel of rationality and do 
not necessarily affect culturallhistoncal standards, though the decenter
ing of worldviews associated with the .rationalization of the lifeworld 
would likely lead to changes in cultur<\.IJhistorical standards as well, if 
existing power relations could no lollger be so readily legitimated 
through the invocation of cultural tradition. Nor does he claim that a ra
tionalized lifeworld is "better" in the set)se of being more meaningful or 
providing more opportunities forhapptness.45 But we are still left with 
the question of how to account for the i:tlterpreter's action in the object 
domain. That action appears to be inte~ally related to her role as inter
preter and to involve a transformative f\:loment connected to the (con
ceivably, though not necessarily, Unint~ntional) promotion, in the ob
ject domain, of a "rationalization" !ithe Iifeworld. 

The idea of the "immanent rationality" Of speech, or some such idea, fol
lows from the logic of Habermas'sarS\lmentation. Having established 

45. Jiirgen Habermas, "Remarks on the Discussion," Theory, Culture, and Society 7 
( 1990): 129, writes: "I have always emphasized ~t ... 'rationalized' forms of life are by 
no means 'better' than others in the senseolagoou life (or of an 'non-alienated' life in the 
dinical sense). We worlds cannot be cornp~ed trz toto, but in each case only on those di· 
mensions where learning processes are POSlible." 



52 RAnONAUIY 

that social science interpretive practice brings into existence a relation 
of intersubjectivity between the social scientist and those whose expres
sions provide the data for her analysis, he must be able to specify that re
lation and explain how it makes communication possible between the 
interpreter and people whose cultural experiences are possibly very dif
ferent. He responds to this problem by claiming that the interpreter's 
"preunderstanding" of rationality-the knowledge of what it means to 
raise and redeem validity claims-is learned in a particular lifeworld, but 
is not identical with the culturaJJhistorical standards of rationality that 
one might find in that lifeworld. He further claims that there is an im
plicit sharing in this "preunderstanding" by the people in the object do
main, that there is an "immanent rationality" in all speech. The "imma
nent rationality" of all speech is thus modeled on the interpreter's 
"preunderstanding" of rationality, notwithstanding the fact that that pre
understanding is a historically specific phenomenon, in that it represents 
an understanding of the world that first comes into existence in moder
nity. But if the logic of one's argument requires the claim of an imma
nent rationality of all speech modeled on an understanding of the world 
that is specifically modem, should one not stop and ask whether there is 
anything about that argument and its starting point that we need to re
consider? Habermas does not ask such questions. He not only makes the 
claim that we have to assume that speech contains an immanent ratio
nality, he also suggests that the path from communicative action to dis
course is "always ingrained in the very structure of action oriented to 
reaching understanding."46 Moreover, he means to say not simply that 
the path is there, but that it is a path that should be followed and, more
over, that interpreters should assist those who, for whatever reason, find 
themselves on that path. 

Habermas admits that his description of the rationality of action ori
ented to reaching understanding relies on a ''preunderstanding an
chored in modem orientations. "47 But, as he observes, the type of action 
oriented to reaching understanding, despite its rational internal struc
ture, is "by no means everywhere and always encountered as the normal 
case in everyday practice." He further writes: "In claiming universal va
lidity-with, however, many qualifications-for our concept of rational-

46. Habennas, TCA, I: 130. 
47. Ibid., 44. Cf. Habermas, "A Reply to My Critics," in Thompson and Held, Critical 

Debates, 277, where he writes, "We cannot simultaneously assert a proposition or defend 
a theory and nevertheless anticipate that its validity-claims will be refuted in the future." 
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ity, without thereby adhering to a completely untenable belief in prog
ress, we are taking on a sizable burden of proof."48 To the critic's 
objection that the rationalization of the lifeworld reflects Western expe
riences, 49 he responds that for the critic's objection to be valid, it would 
have to be shown that the rationalization of the lifeworld into the three 
structural components of culture, society, and personality is essentially 
Western. Habermas's argument for the universal validity of "our" con
cept of rationality depends on formal-pragmatic arguments that I criti
cally examine in later chapters. Here one might reflect on the fact that 
even though Habermas does not shrink from the "sizable burden of 
proof' involved in claiming universal validity for the concept of rational
ity that comes into existence in modernity, he seems strangely untrou
bled by suggestions that his theory might contain Eurocentric preju
dices. His lack of defensiveness on this question seems to indicate that 
he understands his theory as providing a certain set of assurances con
cerning its orientation to a non-Eurocentric, that is, truly universalist 
perspective. I would like to indicate the nature of these assurances by 
suggesting that the idea of the rationalization of the lifeworld, as devel
oped in Habermas's theory of communicative action, is a "carrier" for 
the idea of the emancipatory interest of knowledge. 

I raised the question of the relation between Habermas's concept of 
knowledge-constitutive interests and his theory of communicative ac
tion. I observed that although important aspects of the technical and 
practical interests have found their way into the later concepts of instru
mental and communicative action, there is no obvious location for a 
similarly reconceptualized emancipatory interest. I agree with Bernstein 
that the emancipatory interest has not, however, been abandoned and 
that the concept of communicative action ties together the practical and 
emancipatory interests. But even if the emancipatory interest has been 
"conceptually transformed," as Bernstein states, and brought into the 
later theory, we still need to say how we can identify that interest in the 

48. Habennas, TO\ 1:137-38. 
49. Thomas McCarthy, for example, has expressed the concern that Habermas's 

schema of the three spheres of validity (truth, rightness, and truthfulness) might be West· 
em and idiosyncratic rather than universal features of human interaction. His main worry 
is "to avoid conceptually screening out utopian-or for that matter, dystopian
possibilities of social development." McCarthy, "Reflections on Rationalization," 191. For 
Habennas, McCarthy's proposal is an unpromising "attempt to embed the perspective of 
reconciliation in a philosophy of history of nature." Habermas, "Questions and Counter
questions," 211. 
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Jatcr theory. Precisely how does the concept of communicative action 
tie the practical and emancipatory interests together? 

we can think of the concept of communicative action as having two 
basic axes, one synchronic and the other diachronic. The synchronic 
axis refers to the "rational internal structure" of communicative action 
and involves the three world-relations and the three world-concepts, 
the three validity claims, and the idea of a rationally motivated agree
ment tied to intersubjective assessment of validity claims. The dia
chronic axis of the concept designates the decentering of worldviews, a 
process whereby formerly "fused" spheres of world-relations, world
concepts, and validity claims become differentiated. The emancipatory 
interest, or what remains of it, would have to be located along the dia
chronic axis, that is, in the idea of the differentiation of the lifeworld into 
three structural components and three rationality spheres. If, as Haber
mas claims, this process of differentiation represents "an increase in ra
tionality,"50 he would also see no difficulty in endorsing the intersubjec
tive relation between the social science interpreter and those whose 
expressions are being interpreted, even when that relation of intersub
jectivity (in principle) opens up the "path" from communicative action 
(where the validity claims are "fused") to discourse (which requires a 
high level of differentiation of the rationality spheres, each organized 
around a specific validity claim). The theory of communicative action 
does not set out to describe the substantive features of an emancipated 
society, and it can tolerate a plurality of forms of life, but it does pro
claim that "the decentration of world understanding and the rationaliza
tion of the lifeworld are necessary conditions for an emancipated so
ciety."51 

50. Habennas, TCA, 2:144-45. 
51. Ibid., 1:74 suggests that the procedural concept of rationality can be used to de

velop a critique of Western societies with their "one-sided rationality limited to the cog
nitive-instrumental" if we can show that "the decentration of world understanding and 
the rationalization of the lifeworld are necessary conditions for an emancipated society." 



THREE 

OBJECTIVITY AND 

UNIVERSALITY 

The Anglo-American rationality debates of the latter part of the twenti
eth century were precipitated by Peter Winch's challenge to standard 
ways of understanding "primitive" societies and refer to complex, some
times highly contentious, discussions among philosophers and social sci
entists about worldviews, rationality, and objectivity. 1 Habermas views 
these debates as evolving out of questions asked by researchers in ear
lier periods, even as indicating a sort of enlightenment within the acad
emy concerning research and responsibility. The early anthropologists, 
he explains, could still naively assess non-Western cultures in terms of 
standards of intelligibility and rationality learned in the West, but their 
self-assurance was disturbed when investigators began to ask about the 
"uniqueness or commensurability of civilizations and worldviews." The 
emergence of cultural anthropology, with its investigations of mythical 
traditions, rites, and magic, forced a "radical confrontation on the one 
fundamental question: whether and in what respect the standards of ra
tionality by which the investigator was himself at least intuitively guided 
might claim universal validity."2 As I show in this chapter, Habermas 
shifts the basic concern of the rationality debates by refusing to see the 
issues dividing Winch and the "rationalists" in terms of cultural/histori
cal standards of rationality. He effects that shift by translating the issues 

1. For a discussion of the rationality debates, see esp. Bryan R. Wilson, ed.,Rationality 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970 ); Martin Hollis and Steven Lukes, eds., Rationality and 
Relativism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982); and Habennas, TCA, 1:1-141. TCA appeared 
in German in 1981, before the publication of the work edited by Hollis and Lukes. 

2. Habermas, TCA, 1:53. 
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between hermeneuticists and rationalists into the question of the inter
preter's "preunderstanding" of rationality. This translation is made possi
ble by his distinction between culturaVhistorical rationality standards 
and the preunderstanding of rationality that the interpreter learns in the 
modern type of lifeworld. As discussed in Chapter 2, he maintains that 
this preunderstanding is a modern phenomenon, but is not identical 
with the cultural rationality standards of any historically specific mod
ern lifeworld. 

From Habermas's viewpoint, then, the real question driving the ratio
nality debates is whether the interpreter's preunderstanding of rational
ity is adequate for understanding the experiences and actions of peoples 
of radically different cultural and linguistic backgrounds. That viewpoint 
guides his analysis of the Anglo-American rationality debates but gives 
rise to further questions about the objectivity of the knowledge pro
duced in social science interpretive practice. His discussion of objectiv
ity, while originating with methodological and social-theoretical con
cerns, ultimately leads to the political-ethical question of the "justified 
claim to universality" of the modern understanding of the world. The 
universality question is the dominant theme of Habermas's discourse 
ethics, and his treatment of it, which feminist thinkers have found prob
lematic, has to be seen in the context of his theory of communicative 
action. 

Habermas begins his discussion of the Anglo-American rationality de
bates from the presumption of the need for a context-independent stan
dard, 3 and he organizes the various, and complex, strands of the debates 
into a series of six rounds of arguments for and against universalism. His 
immediate concern is to affirm the necessity of assessing worldviews in 
terms of their rationality, and he begins the series of six rounds of argu
ments by referring to Steven Lukes's discussion of the principle of char
ity, which, though situated at the "perimeter" of the discussion, has the 
potential of neutralizing the whole controversy. According to the char
ity principle, an interpreter who confronts beliefs that appear prima 
facie irrational has a choice of how to proceed: either adopt a critical at
titude and then try to explain how such "irrational" beliefs came to be 
held or begin from the assumption that what appears irrational "may be 
interpreted as rational when fully understood in its context." This sug-

3. Ibid., 62. 
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gests for Lukes that the problem comes down to ''whether or not there 
are alternative standards of rationality."4 In response, Habermas con
cedes that a belief, in the form of an obscure expression, might resist in
terpretation, and for the moment we might try to explain it in sociologi
cal or psychological terms, but he maintains that these are temporary 
expedients and cannot replace the logic of interpretation. Lukes is mis
taken, he contends, to pose the problem in terms of choices open to the 
anthropologist. "In a strictly methodological sense the alternative pos
ited by Lukes does not exist" because symbolic expressions issue from 
speaking and acting subjects and must be interpreted by reference to 
the action orientations (and possible reasons) of that actor. Far from 
being a question of hermeneutic charity, it is a "methodological pre
cept," according to Habermas, that the anthropologist "proceed from 
the presumptive rationality of the questionable expression in order, if 
necessary, to assure himself step by step of its irrationality." In his view, 
no amount of charitable interpretation can disguise the fact that a claim 
to universality of rationality standards makes itself felt in the logic of in
terpretation. Interpreters have to construct rational interpretations of 
meaning in which they have "to take a positive or negative position on 
criticizable validity claims. "5 

Having determined that Lukes is unable to find a way around the con
troversy, Habermas opens the second round of arguments by referring 
to E. E. Evans-Pritchard's account of the Mrican tribe of the Azande, 
which became the focus of the controversy. He suggests that there are 
two types of interpretive strategy in Evans-Pritchard's account: one aims 
at understanding the Zande belief in witches in the context of their cul
ture and the other at assessing worldviews for their rationality. Whereas 
the first type of strategy leads Evans-Pritchard to the conclusion that the 
mythical worldview of the Azande is internally consistent, the second 
suggests that the matter of witchcraft cannot be reduced to the substan
tive question of its meaning for the Azande. Going on the assumption 
that the others share with the interpreter "intuitively mastered princi
ples of formal logic that hold for both sides in the same way," Evans
Pritchard drew the conclusion that the Zande worldview could not 
compare to a modem worldview in terms of its ability to assess the truth 

4. Steven Lukes, "Some Problems about Rationality," in Wilson, Rationality, 194; Ha
bennas, TCA, 1:54. a. Lukes's "Relativism in its Place," in Hollis and Lukes, Rationality 
andRelativism, 261-305. 

5. Habennas, TCA, 1:53-55. 
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of propositions and the efficacy of interventions in the world.6 Petet 
Winch objects to this judgment, because it relies on a conception of "re
ality" that has to be regarded as "intelligible and applicable outside the 
context of scientific reasoning itself" and which sets up the interpreter 
as ultimate arbiter on what is actually real independent of all language. 
According to Winch: "What is real and what is unreal shows itself in the 
sense that language has."7 

In this second round of arguments Habermas identifies the two main 
perspectives presented in the rationality debates; however, he also indi
cates that Winch's contribution prejudiced the ensuing discussions by 
replacing the question of cognitive adequacy at the center of Evans
Pritchard's analysis with the substantive issue of witchcraft. Habermas's 
aim in the third round is to shift the discussion from the substantive 
question back to the question of cognitive adequacy. He begins with a 
backhanded compliment to Winch, as he remarks on the strength of the 
latter's claim that worldviews are like portraits and, like portraits, cannot 
be true or false. On this reading, speakers of one language should not ar
rogate to themselves the right to proclaim the "real" meaning of reality. 
But Habermas breaks with this imagery by arguing that unlike portraits, 
which are neither true nor false, worldviews "make possible utterances 
that admit of truth." He also maintains that worldviews have an "indi
rect'' relation to truth and that it is this fact that Winch fails to take into 
account. Winch's claim, that what is true and false is determined within 
a language, thus allows for the inference that each claim to truth, in any 
language, necessarily involves a claim to what is universally true. Com
mon to all languages, Habermas insists, is the "idea of truth," so that even 
if what is true for any given people is decided on the basis of cultural-his
torical criteria, the "idea" of truth is not understood in a "particularistic 
way." By linking up the idea of truth with the appeal to universality in
trinsic to the validity claim of truth, he shifts the discussion away from 
the substantive issue of witchcraft and lays the basis for a formal analysis. 
"Whatever language system we choose, we always start intuitively from 
the presupposition that truth is a universal validity claim. If a statement 
is true, it merits universal assent, no matter in which language it is for
mulated."8 

6. Ibid., 55-57. 
7. Peter Winch, "Understanding a Primitive Society," in Wilson, Rationality, 81-82; 

Habermas, TC4, 1:57. 
8. Habermas, TC4, 1:58. 
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A strong interpretation of Habermas's position, which seems to be re
quired in this context, suggests that anyone who speaks invites cross
cultural (and transhistorical) evaluation "from the quasiaesthetic and 
trUth-indifferent standpoints of coherence, depth, economy, complete
ness, and the like, but also from the standpoint of cognitive adequacy." 
He concludes that the "adequacy of a linguistically articulated world
view is a function of the true statements that are possible in this lan
guage system." At the same time he concedes that language offers possi
bilities "for making sense of human life" and that it is wrong to assess 
worldviews solely in terms of their ability to allow for true statements 
and effective techniques. Worldviews are also cultural interpretive sys
tems that "throw light on existential themes recurrent in every cul
ture--birth and death, sickness and need, guilt, love, solidarity and lone
liness," and as such are comparable "only in respect to their potency for 
conferring meaning." In contrast to Winch, however, he views all this as 
rather beside the point because, for him, the meaning-conferring prop
erties ofworldviews cannot be equated with their rationality. According 
to Habermas, "Winch sidesteps toward aspects of content, though the 
rationality of worldviews and forms of life would have to be found in 
their formal properties."9 Habermas gets this result by distinguishing be
tween the formal and substantive aspects of a worldview. 

In the fourth round of arguments Habermas attempts to show that 
Winch "misses the problem at issue." He also departs from a strictly 
methodological discussion and directs attention to the rationality of the 
life practices that the anthropologist is supposed to be investigating. 
Cognitive adequacy, he maintains, applies to the "coherence and the 
truth of the statements possible in [ worldviews] as well as the effective
ness of the plans of action dependent on them," but such cognitive ade
quacy "is also reflected in the practice of conducting life." The question 
becomes what to make of the fact that the Azande showed discomfort 
about inconsistencies only when pressed by the anthropologist. 
Whereas for Evans-Pritchard the Zande tolerance of inconsistencies at 
the level of everyday life is evidence of the inferiority of their world
view, Winch insists that the European, "obsessed with pressing Zande 
thought whf;re it would not naturally go-to a contradiction"10 is com-

9. Ibid., 58-59. Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopia, 241, remarks that "Habermas 
seems to have pulled the rug from under the feet of hermeneuticists like Winch." 

10. Winch, "Understanding a Primitive Society," 93; Habermas, TCA 1:60. Winch is re
sponding to E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1937). 
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miUinl a category mistake. Accordi~g to ~inch, the Zande prac~ce , 
witchcraft cannot be measured agamst sc1ence because the bebef io:l 
witches in the culture of the Azande cannot be equated with the scien.! 
tific attitude that the modern physicist brings to the study of natural 
processes. 11 

In the next round of arguments Habermas raises the question of how 
to understand Winch's charge of a category mistake. If it means that we 
should not attribute to everyone a characteristically European interest 
in resolving inconsistencies, it is still possible to suggest that the Zande 
lack of interest in resolving inconsistencies is evidence that their world
view "imposes less exacting standards of rationality and is in this sense 
less rational than the modem understanding of the world." He takes up 
Robin Horton's suggestion that we evaluate worldviews on the basis of 
the extent to which they allow for the development of processes of cog
nitive-instrumental learning. On this "closed versus open" schema, "the 
belief in witches exhibits a structure that binds the Zande consciousness 
more or less blindly to inherited interpretations and does not permit 
consciousness of the possibility of alternative interpretations to arise." 
The problem is that Horton's point of reference is still modem science 
and reflects Western experiences because it views the belief in the mag
ico-mythical world of representation as incompatible with that reflec
tive attitude necessary for the development of scientific theories. At this 
point Habermas suggests a way to avoid a possible renewal of the objec
tion that the European is making a category mistake. Even on the as
sumption that "readiness to learn" and "openness to criticism" are not 
specific to Western societies, he writes, "it is at least one-sided to judge 
worldviews according to whether they inhibit or promote a scientific 
mentality." This remark takes the focus off a Western preoccupation 
with science and instrumental rationality. It is also integral to his pro
posal for an expanded concept of rationality. 12 This expansion concerns 
what Habermas refers to as the formal aspects of a worldview and is de
pendent on a prior distinction between a worldview's formal and sub
stantive aspects. 

11. Habennas, TCA, 1 :59-61. 
12. Ibid., 61-62. According to Robin Horton, "African Traditional Thought and West· 

em Science," in Wilson, Rationality, 153, "For the progressive acquisition of knowledge, 
man needs both the right kind of theories and the right attitude to them." a. Horton's 
"Tradition and Modernity Revisited," in Hollis and Lukes, Rationality and Relativism, 
201-60. 
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Horton's schema is restrictive, in Habermas's view, because it applies 
the meaning of rationality only to cognitive-instrumental interaction 
with the external world, whereas rationality extends over three 
"worlds": the external world addressed by Horton, but also the social 
and subjective worlds. Here we see Habermas alluding to the dilemma 
he paints of a Western interpreter confronted with apparently irrational 
views. There, in the "mirror" of mythical thinking, the Westerner be
comes aware that there is not just one world, the objective world that 
provides the subject matter of science, but social and subjective worlds 
as well. 

If mythical thought does not yet permit a categorial separation 
between cognitive-instrumental, moral-practical, and expressive 
relations to the world, if the expressions of the Azande are for us 
full of ambiguities, this is a sign that the "closedness" of their ani
mistic worldview cannot be described solely in terms of attitudes 
toward the objective world; nor can the modem understanding 
of the world be described solely in terms of formal properties of 
the scientific mentality. 13 

Habermas acknowledges that his discussion, which draws on an ex
panded concept of rationality, has departed from Winch's argumenta
tion, but maintains that it provides universalism with a "more subtle de
fense." In the sixth, and final, round he distinguishes the "justified claim 
to universality" of the rationality that gets expressed in the modem un
derstanding of the world from the "unjustified" self-understanding of 
Western culture that tends to reduce rationality to the dimension of cog
nitive-instrumental interaction with the external world. He establishes 
agreement with rationalists, like Horton, that "scientific rationality be
longs to a complex of cognitive-instrumental rationality that can cer
tainly claim validity beyond the context of particular cultures," but at 
the same time maintains that this is only one test for the rationality of a 
worldview. We would also have to test a worldview for the moral-practi
cal rati~nality that attaches to the social world and for the aesthetic-ex
pressive dimensions of the subjective world. From this perspective, Hor
ton's notion of rationality does not permit adequate theorizing of the 
complex issues involved in understanding radically different cultures; 

13. Habennas, TCA, 1 :63. 
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the phenomena that are addressed are too varied to be reduced to 
dimension of a "sense for theoretical alternatives." This circumstance 
true, Habermas believes, not only for Horton, but also for Winch and 
critics like Lukes and Alasdair Macintyre. He insists, however, that 
spite the preoccupation of rationalists with Western science, their o~ 
servations "fit easily into the formal-pragmatic viewpoints" from which] 
he himself proceeds when he refers to the closedness and openness of 
worldviews. "What seems to belong to the idiosyncratic traits of West•. 
ern culture is not a scientific rationality as such, but its hypostatization." 
While Winch's arguments are too weak to sustain the view that there is 
an incommensurable concept of rationality that is inherent in every 
form of life, they are sufficiently strong "to set off the justified claim to 
universality on behalf of the rationality that gained expression in the 
modern understanding of the world."14 

According to Habermas, the rationality debates divert attention either 
to the culture of the anthropologist (by suggesting that witchcraft is an 
inferior form of science), or to the culture of the people investigated (by 
suggesting that witchcraft belongs to a different understanding of ratio
nality). He resists the "standard" rationalist position, which turns out to 
be ethnocentric because it privileges cognitive-instrumental rationality, 
as well as the relativist position, which is too weak to sustain the view 
that rationality standards are incommensurable. While he advocates a 
universalist position, he claims that his concept of rationality differs in a 
significant way from the one at the center of the rationality debates and 
that for this reason he is not vulnerable, as are the rationalists in those 
debates, to relativist criticisms.15 This, I believe, is true. The communica
tive model reworks the terms of the debates by broadening and deepen
ing the concept of rationality. It broadens the concept of rationality by 
extending rationality over three spheres. An "uncritical" self-under
standing of the modem world, Habermas maintains, associates rational
ity with the cognitive-instrumental relations that have become socially 
and culturally dominant and suppresses the moral-practical and expres-

14. Ibid., 63-66. 
15. Thomas McCarthy has argued that if relativists are to prove that there is a plurality 

of standards of intelligibility, they need to be able to identify the existence of such stan· 
dards independently of the question of their validity for us. See McCarthy, "Scientific Ra· 
tionality," 75-95. McCarthy is primarily concerned with the position of Barry Barnes and 
David Bloor as stated in their "Relativism, Rationalism and the Sociology of Knowledge,'' 
In Hollis and Lukes, Rationality and Relativism, 21-4 7. 
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sive relations of the other two spheres. To the extent that two rationality 
spheres (moral-practical and aesthetic-practical) are repressed, the "un
critical" self-understanding of the modem world results in a "distorted 
understanding"16 of rationality and an inadequate basis from which to 
theoriZe about the world. He is thus able to claim that "rationalists" such 
as Horton produced incomplete analyses: they were working with a re
stricted concept of rationality and focused too narrowly on the question 
of cognitive adequacy. 

Habermas deepens the concept of rationality by dividing a worldview 
into its formal and substantive aspects. 'This aspect of his analysis is espe
cially potent against "relativists" like Winch who, he believes, misidenti
fied the nature of rationality altogether. According to Habermas, Winch 
diverted attention to the meaning-conferring content ofworldviews and 
failed to see that a worldview's formal properties are the proper candi
date for a rationality test. On this basis, Habermas rejects the presumed 
necessity of having to offer an opinion on the substantive question of 
whether witchcraft must in the end be subject to science: the local 
meaning that witchcraft is able to generate for members of a lifeworld 
cannot be translated into a rationality question. It is only insofar as 
witches raise claims to propositional truth that they (implicitly) accept 
the conditions attached to the redemption of validity claims. If, as Winch 
claims, all languages have their own sense of true and false, real and un
real, valid and invalid, and if, as Habermas maintains, those claims are es
sentially universalistic, such claims carry with them obligations that they 
be redeemed in a rational manner. It follows from this that, on the ques
tion of cognitive adequacy-which involves a validity claim to truth
the inhabitants of a radically different culture must be viewed, from a 
methodological perspective, as always already oriented to the redemp
tion of truth claims.17 

Habermas's division of a worldview into its formal and substantive 
properties also puts him in a position to suggest that despite apparently 
diametrically opposing views, the various participants in the rationality 
debates shlJ!ed deeply held convictions. He maintains that Winch, Mac-

16. See Habennas, TCA, 1:66. 
17. Since Winch's work first appeared, it has been generally assumed-against his insis

tence to the contrary-that his position entailed a relativist thesis. Habennas's analysis 
makes it understandable why Winch resists such labeling. a. discussion in Richard]. 
Bernstein, Beyond Objecttvism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Pra.xis (Phil· 
adelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985 ), 93 ff. 



lfi.c:o LukeS and the other participants all relied on minimal notions o4 
ralfoDa)ity d~ved from the law of noncontradiction. He claims, quo~ 
AlbreCht weUmer, that the "substantive" standards of rationality that be;j 
came central to the rationality debates are "parasitic" on this minima(! 
standard and that the participants' restrictive concept of rationality ex
plains why they could all agree on the apparently higher tolerance for: 
contradiction exhibited by the Azande. He refers to Wellmer's view that 
the discursive, or procedural, conception of rationality, characteristic of 
the theory of communicative action, is a "formal standard of rationality" 
situated on a "meta-level" vis-a-vis all those "substantive standards of ra
tionality,"18 including a Western standard "distorted" in favor of cogni
tive-instrumental relations. This way of resolving the matter requires 
that we regard the formal properties of rational argumentation as not es
sentially related to the privileging of cognitive-instrumental relations 
and as not essentially Western. 

Habermas needs something more, however, to convince us that there 
is some point in thinking that we are not simply deflecting all cultural 
experiences into the three formal world-concepts that he identifies as 
part of the modern understanding of the world. The claim to objectivity 
might well be a methodological prerequisite of social science interpre
tive practice; interpreters might well have to "participate" with the oth
ers in a redemption of validity claims; to the extent that interpreters do 
participate, we may have to deduce that they possibly facilitate a "ratio
nalization" of the lifeworld in the object domain. As discussed in Chap
ter 2, such rationalization has to be viewed as the (not necessarily inten
tional) promotion in the object domain of the increasing differentiation 
between three "worlds," three validity claims, and so on. Habermas visu
alizes the process of differentiation as the following of a "path" that takes 
us from communicative action, in which the three validity claims are in
tertwined, to discourse, in which any one of the validity claims can be 
thematized. From a methodological perspective, we may have to sup
pose that this path is "always ingrained in the very structure of action 
oriented to reaching understanding."19 Nonetheless, as also discussed in 
Chapter 2, Habermas is not simply talking about methodological prereq
uisites. The intersubjective relation that develops with the others in the 

18. Habermas, TCA, 1 :72-73, makes the argument by quoting from Albrecht Wellmer's 
unpublished paper "On Rationality." a. Wellmer, "Reason, Utopia, and the Dialectic of 
Enligbtenmen~" in Bernstein, Habermas and Modernity, 52-57. 

19. Habermas, TCA, 1:130. 
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context of interpretation brings the interpreter into a political-ethical 
relation with those whose expressions she analyzes, and it is that politi
cal-ethical relation which includes the possible promotion in the object 
domain of a rationalization of the lifeworld. It is thus here, in the realm 
of the political-ethical, that the question of the "justified claim to univer
sality" of the modern understanding of the world presses itself on us. 

Part of the difficulty in identifying the issues to be addressed is that 
Habermas does not satisfactorily separate out the methodological ques
tion of what the interpreter must suppose from the political-ethical 
question of taking up an intersubjective relation with the other. This as
pect of his analysis is especially apparent in his attention to the differ
ences between mythical and modern thought. Whereas he identifies the 
superiority of the Western worldview in its ability to grasp the "nonem
pirical validity" ascribed to symbolic expressions, he suggests that myth
ical thought does "not yet" have a separate concept for nonempirical va
lidity but rather confounds validity with "empirical efficacy." 
Presumably, for the believer of myth, if something is efficacious, it is true 
or valid. She has "not yet" learned to establish propositional truth on the 
basis of the internal connections of the symbolic expressions; there is a 
"confusion" of what works with what is true. Habermas emphasizes that 
he is not merely referring to specific validity claims. He takes it as given 
that mythical thought does not--or does "not yet" --differentiate propo
sitional truth, from normative rightness, from expressive sincerity 
(truthfulness). He also stresses that the general and diffuse notion of va
lidity is "still not freed from empirical admixtures."20 Though mythical 
thinking might be seen from the Western perspective, as an "antithesis 
to the modern understanding of the world," 21 the "still not's" and the 
"not yet's" sprinkled throughout the analysis stand as witness to Haber
mas's conviction that, in terms of rationality structures, mythical 
thought is less developed than, but not essentially different from, 
modern.22 

20. Ibid., 50-51. 
21. Ibid., 44. 
22. Martin Hollis and Robin Horton, aware of similar problems, have insisted that 

translation of alien beliefs and practices into terms intelligible to us cannot take place in 
the absence of a bridgehead understood as a core of shared beliefs and common patterns 
of inference. These assumptions are viewed as a priori presuppositions by Hollis, while 
for Horton they constitute an empirical hypothesis. See Martin Hollis, "The Social De
struction of Reality," in Hollis and Lukes, Rationality and Relativism, 67-86, and Robin 
Horton, "Tradition and Modernity Revisited," also in Hollis and Lukes, 210-6o. 
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We might interpret such statements in a weak sense and view them ;as! 
involving the claim that there is a developmental possibility in world
views for a change from the mythical to the modern; however, Haber
mas is doing more than pointing to one of possibly several paths of de
velopment. His view that "the decentration of world understanding and 
the rationalization of the lifeworld are necessary conditions for an eman
cipated society"23 is specifically linked to his thesis of the three rational
ity spheres, and it is hard to see how we could get a "justified claim to 
universality" for those three spheres, unless it could be shown that pre
cisely those three spheres are immanent in speech and subject to a de
velopmental logic. Here we see the significance of the diachronic di· 
mension of his project of rational reconstruction, since his argument 
against Winch directs attention to the "theoretical task of discovering 
patterns of development of rationality structures."24 That task does not 
deny that worldviews are "cultural interpretive systems ... that reflect 
the background knowledge of social groups and guarantee an intercon
nection among the multiplicity of their action orientations,"25 but it 
does require that worldviews be assessed over the whole range of for· 
mal-pragmatic basic concepts historically traceable to modernity. 

Habermas readily admits the relation between his concept of commu
nicative rationality and the understanding of the world that comes into 
existence in modernity. In fact, he openly declares that a worldview's 
formal properties are distinguished for the first time with the modern 
understanding of the world, and he virtually invites the suspicion that 
his concept of rationality, even though expanded, might be Eurocentric. 
It is also with some enthusiasm that he takes on the role of defender of 
modernity, and he fully and openly acknowledges that a defense of mo
dernity's universalist values is an integral part of his theory. I contend 
that the obligation to defend the universal validity of his concept of 
communicative rationality is built into his theory of communicative ac
tion and that given the structure of his argument, he is not easily able to 
do otherwise. Having developed a concept of rationality that he views as 
traceable to the modem understanding of the world, and having identi
fied the claim to universality as intrinsic to that understanding, his atten
tion turns to what is involved in the claim to universality. The funda-

23. Habermas, TCA, 1:74. 
24. Ibid., 135. 
25. Ibid., 43. 
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111ental problem for his theory becomes how to satisfy the claim to 
universality of the understanding of the world that comes into existence 
in modernity. 

A collection of essays published by Habermas in 1983 gives evidence 
of his continuing preoccupation with the problem of objectivity and the 
need to satisfy the claim to universality. If it is true that the interpreter's 
data are obtained through a participation that involves him in an inter
subjective relation with those whose expressions he is supposed to be 
explicating, we have to abandon conceptions of objectivity based on the 
notion of an impartial observer. But if some such idea is presupposed in 
social science interpretive practice, and if, as Habermas argues, the 
claim to objectivity is a methodological prerequisite of interpretation, it 
is doubtful that we can simply give up the idea of objectivity. Haber
mas's thinking is bold and creative in this regard, and he holds that the 
interpreter's "inevitable" involvement in the communicative processes 
under observation can actually provide for a new understanding of the 
objectivity of knowledge. He acknowledges that the interpreter's "par
ticipant role" threatens "the very context independence and value neu
trality that seem necessary to the objectivity of theoretical knowledge"; 
however, he maintains that while the interpreter is denied the "privi
leged status" of third person, for that very reason she is placed in a posi
tion of "negotiated impartiality from within."26 

According to Habermas, the "objectivity" issue cannot be resolved 
from the outside, but if it is to be resolved, a resolution must be found 
from within the context of the interpreter's participation. Here, as else
where, he maintains that interpreters must proceed on the assumption 
of an "immanent rationality" shared by them and the persons whose 
meanings are being explicated and that this assumption involves the ex
pectation that competent speakers have (at least implicit) reasons to 
offer in defense of their utterances. Again, he argues that the interpreter 
will not even be able to understand reasons as reasons unless she is able 
to take a positive or negative position on them. But he also explicitly 
links the interpreter's evaluation of(actual or presumed) reasons to her 
usually implicit, but virtually inescapable appeal to "presumably univer
sal standards of rationality." He is also determined not to allow his analy-

26. Jurgen Habennas, Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, trans. Chris
tian Lenhardt and Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990), 28-29. (This 
book comprises his 1983 work, Moralbewu.fltsein und kommuntkatives Handeln, and a 
later essay.) 
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sis of the interpreter's participation to be viewed as simply an account 
the explanatory power of interpretation because, as he sees it, we s 
have to find a way to address the question of the rationality that is pr 
derstood in interpretive practice. Even if the appeal to universal stan 
dards of rationality is inescapable, he argues, "this by no means pro¥ 
that those standards are truly rational."27 : 

In the same ( 1983) volume of essays we also have Habermas's first im-! 
portant statement of his discourse ethics. 28 1bat work directs philosoph." 
ical attention to the political-ethical question of universality, and one: 
might be tempted to think that he has turned away from a sociologically 
based theory of communicative action, which gets stuck on the question 
of universality and looks to philosophical analysis to help find a way out 
of the universality problem. That view is flatly rejected by Habermas; he 
maintains that his discourse ethics "simply takes up again" problems that 
he had already discussed in his 1973 Legitimation Crisis and which had 
"remained in the background" in his theory of communicative action. 
He further claims that his program of research has "remained the same 
since about 1970, since the reflections on formal pragmatics and the dis
course theory of truth first presented in the Christian Gauss lectures."29 

Even if one is skeptical-as one should he-about an author's perspec
tive on his own work, that perspective should not be discounted, and in 
the present case Habennas's remarks are a useful reminder that his dis
course ethics is profoundly dependent on his linguistic-pragmatic con
cept of communicative rationality. 30 While a full examination of the dis
course ethics is beyond the scope of my analysis, I would like to 
examine the basic idea of that work and to discuss its relation to the the
ory of communicative action. 31 As I argue, Habermas's examination of 

27. Ibid., 30-31. 
28. See Habermas, Moral Consciousness. See also Habermas,]ustification and Appli

cation: Remarks on Discourse Ethics, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1993 ), which contains later essays. a. Klaus Gunther, Tbe Sense of Appropriateness: Ap
plication Discourses in Morality and Law, trans. John Farrell (Albany: State University of 
NewYorkPress, 1993). 

29. Habermas,]ustification and Application, 148-49. 
30. Ibid., 148, maintains that his linguistic-pragmatic concept of communicative action 

was of "primary importance for the philosophical foundations" of the theory of communi
cative action. 

31. For a recent account of Habermas's discourse ethics, see William Rehg, Insight 
and Solidarity: A Study in tbe Discourse Ethics of Jurgen Habermas (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1994 ). a. Arne Johan Vetlesen, Perception, Empa· 
thy, and Judgment: An Inquiry into the Preconditions of Moral Performance (Univer-
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universality in the discourse ethics is a systematic investigation of the 
oral-practical rationality sphere, but it leaves intact the question, 
~ in the theory of communicative action, of how to satisfy the claim 
to universality that comes into existence in the modern understanding 
of the world. 

In 1983 Habermas provided the following principle of discourse ethics: 
"(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. "32 From the beginning, readers were somewhat un
certain how to interpret his aim of "recasting moral theory in the form 
of an analysis of moral argumentation,"33 and in response to this and 
other difficulties arising out of a need for clarification, Habermas now 
(since 1992) understands the principle of discourse (D) as "the point of 
view from which norms of action can be impartially justified "34 Not
withstanding this change, his recent work reaffirms his earlier position 
that if we are to succeed in developing a moral theory, we need to be 
able to identify a "special" type of validity claim and we need to be able 
to identify that claim within the "horizon of the lifeworld."35 Moreover, 
discourse ethics still "stands or falls," as he said in 1983, with two as
sumptions: ( 1) that "normative claims to validity have cognitive mean
ing and can be treated like claims to truth," and ( 2) that "the justifica
tion of norms and commands requires that a real discourse be carried 
out and thus cannot occur in a strictly monological form."36 

Habermas introduces the principle of universalization (U) in refer
ence to the first assumption of discourse ethics, that normative claims 

sity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994 ). See also Alessandro Ferrara, "A Cri
tique of Habermas' Dtskursethik," Telos 64 (1985): 45-74; Seyla Benhabib and Fred 
Dallmayr, eds., Tbe Communicative Ethics Controversy (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990 ); 
and David M. Rasmussen, ed., Universalism vs. Communitarlantsm: Contemporary De
bates in Ethics (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990 ). 

32. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 66. 
33. Ibid., 57. Some have suggested that his discourse ethics is more appropriately read 

as a theory of political legitimacy than as a theory of moral validity. 
34. Jiirgen Habermas,BetweenFacts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory 

of Law and Democracy, trans. William Rehg (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), 108-9. Ac
cording to Habennas, we need to distinguish moral validity from legal validity, in order to 
avoid the liberal tendency toward a legalism in which moral validity is subordinated to 
legal validity and democratic practice is reduced to the specification of decision-making 
procedures. 

35. Habennas, Moral Consciousness, 57-58. 
36. Ibid., 68. 
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have a cognitive basis. (U) is formulated as follows: "All affected can ac
cept 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 possibil
ities for regulation)." Drawing on claims he makes about rational argu
mentation in his formal pragmatics and theory of communicative ac
tion,37 he suggests that we understand (U) as a "bridging principle" for 
practical discourses (dealing with rightness) and as analogous to the 
principle of induction for theoretical discourses (dealing with truth). 
According to Habermas, (U) would be the principle that makes agree
ment possible in practical discourses, just as the principle of induction 
makes agreement possible in theoretical discourses. As for his second as
sumption, regarding the requirement of "real discourses," we should not 
be side-tracked into thinking that Habermas's argument rests on a con
viction about the social necessity of such discourses. He does say that no 
individual-moral theorist or anyone else-can provide norms with the 
necessary motivating power for coordinating action: "What is needed is 
a 'real' process of argumentation in which the individuals concerned co
operate" and through which they gain the knowledge "that they have 
collectively become convinced of something." However, this "becom
ing convinced of something" is cognitively based: in the absence of any 
authority outside the participants themselves, the validity of a proposed 
norm is inextricably tied to the uncoerced assent of all those possibly af
fected in a practical discourse, in which the cognitive basis of moral 
choices is ensured by the principle of universalization. 38 

Some readers ofHabermas might want to put the emphasis on the sec
ond assumption of discourse ethics, the idea that "real discourses" are 
required for valid moral judgments. However, there is little doubt that 
Habermas himself understands the two assumptions of discourse ethics 
(the cognitive basis of moral choices and the requirement of "real dis
courses") as internally connected: the idea of "real discourses" includes 
the ability of individuals to make moral choices in a rational manner. 
This view puts the weight on the first assumption of discourse ethics, the 

37. Habennas, Moral Consciousness, 62 and 111 n. 33, refers to his theory of argu· 
mentation, as outlined in his "Wahrheitstheorien," in Helmut Fahrenbach, ed., Wirklicb
keit und Rejlexion. Walter Schulz zum 60. Geburtstag (pfullingen: Verlag Giinther 
Neske, 1973), 211-65, and in his TCA 

38. Habennas, Moral Consciousness, 62 ff. 
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idea that moral choices have a cognitive basis. It also helps explain the 
content of his moral theory. 

Habermas's reasoning is as follows. If moral choices have a cognitive 
basis, and if {U) is the principle that makes agreement possible in dis
courses dealing with moral questions, the "fundamental question" of 
moral theory becomes: "How can we justify the principle of universal
ization itself, which alone enables us to reach agreement through argu
mentation on practical questions?" ( 44 ). To address this question he 
continues to draw on his theory of argumentation, but his immediate 
point of departure is a transcendental-pragmatic argument developed by 
Karl-Otto Apel, a key element of which is the idea of performative con
tradiction. In Chapter 1 I referred to Habermas's use of this strategy 
against postmodernist critics of reason. Here the idea of performative 
contradiction is employed somewhat differently. Apel's transcendental
pragmatic argument, as Habermas explains, is intended to reach even 
the ethical skeptic who consistently denies the possibility of grounding 
moral principles, but the basic aim is to establish a reference point for 
discourse ethics that is comparable in function to the "I think" of the 
philosophy of reflection. An important first step in the achievement of 
this reference point is to show that the skeptic makes assumptions that 
are inevitable in any argumentation, that these assumptions have an ethi
cal basis, and that the skeptic is mistaken to believe that "metaethical 
treatment" of moral questions is a way of avoiding moral argumentation. 
For Habermas, as for Apel, "any subject capable of speech and action 
necessarily makes substantive normative presuppositions as soon as the 
subject engages in any discourse with the intention of critically examin
ing a hypothetical claim to validity." In "argumentation as such," Haber
mas writes, Apel reaches a reference point that is as fundamental for dis
course ethics as the "I think" or "consciousness as such" for the 
philosophy of reflection; the theorist of argumentation works from the 
self-referentiality of his arguments, just as the epistemologist works from 
the self-referentiality of her knowledge. However, achieving an aware
ness of one's arguments is viewed as a significant advance because it be
comes possible to give up "futile attempts at a deductive grounding of 
'ultimate' principles" and to turn to the "explication of 'unavoidable' 
{i.e., universal and necessary) presuppositions" {80 ff.). 

From this transcendental-pragmatic point of departure, Habermas ar
gues that (U) follows by "material implication" from two premises: ( 1) 
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that every person who enters a process of argumentation must make 
certain nonnative presuppositions (contained in the pragmatic rules of 
discourse), and ( 2) that "we understand what it means to discuss hypo
thetically whether nonns of action ought to be adopted" (92, 97, also 
86 ). The first premise involves the specification of nonnative presuppo
sitions. Concerning the second premise, Habennas has been quite 
sketchy, but I take him to be referring to the intuition, which he associ
ates with the modem understanding of the world, that it is possible to 
discuss norms of action impartially. The principle of universalization 
thus results from a combination of the two premises: the identification 
of the normative presuppositions of argument (first premise) provides a 
more detailed account of our (intuitive) knowledge of ''what it means to 
discuss hypothetically whether norms of action ought to be adopted" 
(second premise). While I support Benhabib's argument that the rules of 
rational discourse involve substantial content, I draw different conclu
sions and reject her view that the second premise can be read as "simply 
equivalent to some version of U."~9 I differ also from William Rehg, who 
argues for a combination of the two premises, but sees the first as provid
ing "the rules of rational discourse" and the second as providing "con
tent."40 My argument is that rules and content are contained in each 
premise. Before I examine Benhabib's arguments, I shall discuss in some 
detail Habennas's specification of the normative presuppositions of ar
gument. The specification of these presuppositions is critical for his jus
tification of (U), which he conceives as a rule of argumentation and as a 
core part of the logic of practical discourses. 

Argumentation involves several sorts of rules, not all of which are nor
mative, so that if Habermas is to be able to identify (U) as a rule of argu
mentation, he has to be able to say precisely which rules can be viewed 
as normative. Following suggestions by Robert Alexy, he refers to ( 1) 
logical and semantic rules, ( 2) procedural rules, and ( 3) the nonnative 
rules defining the process of argumentation. He suggests that logical and 
semantic rules have no ethical import and, for purposes of analysis, can 
be put to one side. Procedural rules include pragmatic presuppositions, 
such as the recognition of the accountability and truthfulness of all parti
cipants, as well as such requirements as providing a reason for disputing 

39. Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopta, 307. 
40. Rehg, Insight and Solidarity, 58 If. 
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a proposition or norm, and so on. Notwithstanding the ethical dimen
sions of some of these procedural rules, he maintains that the normative 
presuppositions of argument have to be situated at the level of process 
rules. He explains that argumentation, as a process of communication, 
aimS at a "rationally motivated agreement" and is structurally commit
ted to "improbable conditions." These aspects, which he earlier under
stood under the "ideal speech situation," are crucial for understanding 
the principle of universalization as an integral part of a mode of commu
nication in which communicative actors must make certain normative 
commitments. 41 

The "ideal speech situation" is a complex formulation and has under
gone a certain amount of transformation since Habermas introduced it 
in 1973. For example, at one time, he believed that a form of life could 
be envisioned from possibilities inherent in the ideal speech situation,42 

but has since declared: "No historical society coincides with the form of 
life that we anticipate in the concept of the ideal speech situation." He 
also disavows any attempt to impute to him the notion of a "rationalistic 
utopian society" and claims that he does not "regard the fully transpar
ent society as an ideal, nor do I wish to suggest any other ideal." None
theless, he still insists that the "ideal speech situation has its place in the 
theory of truth"43 and suggests, in retrospect, that the intention of his 
earlier analysis had been to reconstruct the "general symmetry condi
tions that every competent speaker who believes he is engaging in an ar
gumentation must presuppose as adequately fulfilled. "44 The question 
becomes what precisely are the presuppositions that speakers must 
make about their obligations to each other when they participate in the 
mode of communication known as rational argumentation? To answer 
this question Habermas refers to the process rules listed by Alexy. 

1. Every subject with the competence to speak and act is al
lowed to take part in a discourse. 

2. (a) Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever. 
(b) Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever 
into the discourse. 

41. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 86 ff. 
42. Habermas, "Wahrheitstheorien," 259, writes about a "constitutive illusion that is at 

the same time the appearance of a form of life." 
43. Habermas, "Reply to My Critics," 235. 
44. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 88. 
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(c) Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires, :. 
needs. l 

3. No speaker may be prevented, by internal or external coer.i 
cion, from exercising his rights as laid down in 1 and 2. 45 

Extrapolating from this list of normative rules attached to the process· 
of argumentation, Habermas suggests that the first rule "defines the set 
of potential participants ... [as including) all subjects without exception 
who have the capacity to take part in argumentation." This rule can be 
expressed as the right to universal access. The second rule "guarantees 
all participants equal opportunity to contribute to the argumentation 
and to put forth their own arguments." This rule can be expressed as the 
right to equal participation. The third "sets down conditions under 
which the rights to universal access and to equal participation can be en
joyed equally by all, that is, without the possibility of repression, be it 
ever so subtle or covert." According to Habermas, if it can be ascer
tained that participants in argumentation cannot avoid making these 
normative presuppositions, and if the principle of universalization (as he 
formulates it) adequately expresses what is involved in reaching agree
ments on hypothetical norms, then "everyone who seriously tries to dis
cursively redeem normative claims to validity intuitively accepts proce
dural conditions that amount to implicitly acknowledging (U)." If so, he 
continues, the normative rules of discourse require that a valid agree
ment on a hypothetical norm cannot be reached by participants in a 
practical discourse unless (U) holds, that is, unless all those affected can 
reach an agreement after considering everyone's interest and after tak· 
ing into account possible consequences and side effects that might fol
low for each individual as a result of the norm's general observance.46 

But discourse ethics, as a reconstruction of the intuitions associated 
with the moral point of view cannot test the assumption, central to that 
point of view, as well as to discourse ethics, that "normative claims to va
lidity have cognitive meaning and can be treated like claims to truth." 
Rather, discourse ethics proceeds as if that assumption could be war
ranted; it must, as it were, put that assumption on hold. According to Ha
bermas, the transcendental-pragmatic argument supports the view that 

45. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 89, is referring to Robert Alexy, "Eine Theorie 
des praktischen Dislrurses," in W. Oelmiiller, ed.,NormenbegrUndung, Normendurcbset
zung (Paderbom: Ferdinand SchOningh, 1978). 

46. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 89 ff. 
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the principle of universalization, as a rule of argumentation, is "implied" 
by the presuppositions of argumentation.47 However, even assuming 
that the transcendental-pragmatic argument can accomplish this much, 
the argument remains incomplete, in that it must presuppose the valid
ity of his formal-pragmatic theory of argumentation. If Habermas's case 
for discourse ethics is to be convincing, then he must be able to sustain 
the claimS of his formal-pragmatic analysis of the validity-basis of speech, 
that is, he must say how the assumption of the cognitive basis of moral 
choices can be warranted. This question requires detailed examination, 
and I shall take it up in later chapters. Here I would like to refer to Ben
habib's critique of Habermas's discourse ethics, which also focuses on 
the centrality of {U). Of relevance for my discussion here is her claim 
that we can reformulate discourse ethics in a way that permits us to dis
pense with {U) altogether. 

Benhabib argues that Habermas's formal and procedural model of mo
rality does not give sufficient attention to the cultural/historical context 
of the rules of argument. She explains, for example, that Habermas's rule 
of universal access "already presupposes a strong universalist-egalitarian 
commitment to consider as irrelevant from a moral standpoint all those 
natural and cultural characteristics among human groups which distin
guish them from one another." She is not saying that this commitment is 
wrong-it is one she shares; rather, she is concerned that Habermas is 
generalizing to all times and places a way of living in the world that is 
historically and culturally specific to the tradition of modernity. She 
draws particular attention to the rule of universal access. Interpreting 
Habermas as saying that "all speakers of any natural language" are po
tential discourse participants, she maintains that this requirement only 
goes to show that "even the so-called 'universal' pragmatic presupposi
tions of human discourse have a cultural-historical content built into 
them. "48 In response to Benhabib, Rehg maintains that there is no need 
to identify "all competent speakers" with all natural language users and 
suggests that the universalization requirement be read weakly, so that 
the rule of universal access becomes a "formal one which leaves open 
which concrete persons, language groups, and cultures qualify as 'com
petent speakers.' "49 Rehg's suggestion seems to me to be compatible 

47. We do not have to accept Habermas's specific formulation of the principle of uni
versalization, but we do have to accept some such formulation. 

48. Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopta, 306. 
49. Rehg, Insight and Solidarity, 63 ff. 
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with Habermas's intentions; however, it does not address the c 
made by Benhabib that the rule of universal access, whether interpre 
in her strong sense or, more weakly, as Rehg suggests, "reflects the co 
mitments of a moral philosophy as practiced by individuals who 
themselves members of a culture that cherishes universalism."50 H 
point is that we have to acknowledge that these premises are historic , 
and culturally situated, and she claims that Habermas fails to do just thatii 

In Benhabib's view, Habermas's formal procedural model of morality~ 
is too preoccupied with consequences--with what is needed to guaran-' 
tee consensus. Whereas his discourse principle (D) opens up the possi
bility of understanding moral reflection in processual terms, that is, as an 
"ongoing moral conversation," he focuses not on the process, but on the 
result, and he introduces (U) to try to pin down what would count as a 
valid consensus. 51 Once again in response to Benhabib, Rehg suggests 
that Habermas's specification of side effects and consequences is simply 
his way of taking seriously Hegel's critique of Kant that "norms always 
function in empirical contexts involving more than is explicitly defined 
by the norm's content. "52 

One can also argue that Habermas's concern with consequences and 
side effects arises out of his understanding of the structure of rightness 
claims. While he views the principle of universalization as a "bridging 
principle" for practical discourses (dealing with rightness) and as analo
gous to the principle of induction for theoretical discourses (dealing 
with truth), rightness claims have a different structure from that of truth 
claims. It is this difference in structure that makes the two principles 
analogous in function (rather than identical). Because rightness claims 
do not refer to facts, but to norms of social interaction, an agreement on 
norms, unlike an agreement on facts, carries with it, as an integral part of 
the agreement, consequences and side effects for all those possibly af

fected. Thus, an agreement on norms, to be considered valid, must in
clude a consideration of possible consequences and side effects for each 
and every person who is, or might be, affected. But this response, like 
the one Rehg provides, falls short of meeting Benhabib's concerns. 
These are worth noting because, even though her criticism of Habermas 

50. Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and Utopia, 306. 
51. Benhabib, "In the Shadow of Aristotle and Hegel," in Situating the Self, 3 7-38, and 

her Critique, Norm, and Utopia, 303-4. 
52. Rehg,Insigbt and Solidarity, 61. 
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iS misplaced, many of the questions she raises about the limitations of 
flaberlllas's moral theory still need to be addressed. 

Benhabib's attempt to reconceptualize discourse ethics aims at estab
liShing a process-oriented moral theory that can accommodate an en
larged definition of the moral domain. She is particularly concerned to 
avoid the sharp distinction that Habermas makes between moral ques
tions and evaluative questions. To anticipate my discussion in a later 
chapter, he maintains that evaluative questions, such as gender and 
other "good life" issues, can claim a "social" validity, but are not 
"strictly" normative because they are intrinsically bound up with life
world identities and not necessarily relevant beyond the particular his
torical context in which they arise. He claims that it is only with regard 
to moral questions involving "justice" that individuals can be sufficiently 
disentangled from lifeworld identities to take on the hypothetical atti
tude necessary for making decisions that are (in principle) relevant be
yond a particular historical/cultural context. 53 As Benhabib suggests, (U) 
sets up an unbridgeable gulf between moral questions and evaluative 
questions, justice and the good, and the moral domain is so defined that 
evaluative questions, including those related to gender, cannot be con
ceived as strictly moral. 

If there are grounds for believing, as Benhabib and other feminists do, 
that this distinction between justice and the good life is unnecessarily 
restrictive, one conceivable response to the difficulty (of achieving 
moral status for gender and other "evaluative" questions) is to eliminate 
(U). At least that is the direction Benhabib takes. Arguing that (U) "adds 
little but consequentialist confusion" to (0),54 she advances a "histori
cally self-conscious universalism" and suggests a "weak justification pro
gram" consisting of a "family of arguments and considerations." The uni
versalizability test is retained, however; Benhabib maintains that all we 
need for that test is (D) (under the 1983 formulation),55 along with the 
"rules of argument governing discourses."56 

53. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 107-9. 
54. Benhabib, "In the Shadow of Aristotle and Hegel," 37. 
55. Habermas's more recent formulation of(D) appeared in 1992, after Benhabib had 

developed her criticisms of his discourse ethics. If she retains the 1983 formulation, she 
must say why the demarcation problem between legal validity and moral validity does 
not arise, or does not arise for her, or if it does, how she deals with it. 

56. Benhabib, "In the Shadow of Aristotle and Hegel," 29 ff. She explains that the prin
ciples of universal moral respect and egalitarian reciprocity are obtained through a Rawl
sian process of "reflective equilibrium" that is, a process in which "one, as a philosopher, 
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1b feminiSts and other theorists who find the division into justice 
the good life too confining and who argue that justice has to be rec 
ceptualized to include substantive questions,57 Habermas responds 
"justice is not a 'value' like health or wealth, but a validity claim r 
truth. "58 Given my discussion (in later chapters) of Habermas's treat 

' ment of gender, this response is far from adequate; however, I am not: 
convinced that Benhabib's "historically self-conscious universalism" is' 
the answer because, while her attention to process over result is not 
without attraction, in the end her proposal raises troubling questions. 
No longer seeking simply to reconstruct the logic of practical dis
courses, she does not stop at an explication of the process of moral de
liberation, but shifts the emphasis of discourse ethics to the problem of 
what would be needed to sustain "those normative practices and moral 
relationships within which reasoned agreement as a way of life can 
flourish and continue. "59 Discourse ethics, so defined, must presuppose 
the value of this "way of life" and privilege a "secular, universalist, 
reflexive culture" that promotes discussion and debate about values, 
justice, and the good. Benhabib claims that this "comprehensive reflex
ivity" is a "singular cognitive virtue" of postconventional morality 
(based on principled and reasoned argumentation) and establishes the 
superiority of this type of morality over systems of conventional moral
ity (based on the authority of cultural and religious beliefs). She explains 
that, in the "ongoing moral conversation," the conventional moralist, 
who is only able to offer reasons based on some set of beliefs, is at a de-

analyzes, refines and judges culturally defined moral intuitions in light of articulated phil
osophical principles." a. her "Liberal Dialogue versus a Critical Theory of Discursive Le
gitimation," in Nancy L Rosenblum, ed., Liberalism and the Moral Life (Cambridge: Har
vard University Press, 1989), 149 ff. Elsewhere, in her "Concrete Other," 416, Benhabib 
offers a version of discourse ethics in which the object domain of moral theory is "so en
larged that not only rights but needs, not only justice but possible modes of the good life, 
are moved into an anticipatory-utopian perspective." 

57. For one such attempt to rethink the meaning of justice, see esp. Young, justtce 
and the Poltttcs of Difference. For recent feminist attempts to renegotiate the division be
tween justice and the good life, see the following essays in Meehan, Feminists Read Ha
bermas: Seyla Benhabib, "The Debate over Women and Moral Theory Revisited," 181-
203; Jodi Dean, "Discourse in Different Voices," 205-29; and johanna Meehan, 
"Autonomy, Recognition, and Respect: Habermas, Benjamin, and Honneth," 231-46. a. 
Martin). Matuitik, Postnattonalldentlty: Crlttcal Theory and Existential Phllosopby In 
Habermas, Kierkegaard, andHavel(NewYork: Guildford Press, 1993), who proposes to 
make discourse ethics more attentive to the particular and the concrete. 

58. See Habermas, "Remarks on the Discussion," 129. 
59. Benhabib, "In the Shadow of Aristotle and Hegel," 38. 
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dded disadvantage because the kinds of reasons she is able to offer ''will 
not be sufficiently universalizable from the standpoint of all involved." 
'lbe conventional moralist, faced with a situation that demands an ever
escalating amount of reflexivity, either has to "stop the conversation and 
... withdraw from the process ... in order not to let their world-view 
crumble" or be willing to admit that her belief system is not the last 
word on the morality of a practice. In the latter case she is no longer a 
conventional moralist, rather she has joined a system of postconven
tional morality and can admit that there is a "step beyond conventional 
morality, maybe some common ideal of humanity, from which [her] 
moral precepts draw their binding force."60 

If, as Benhabib says, conventional moralists must, at some point, with
draw from the conversation, and if those who continue are no longer 
what they were, the condition for inclusion into the ongoing moral con
versation would have to be the transformation of the others into post
conventional moralists. However, we would still have to be able to say 
how this transformation can be justified. 

But aside from my concerns about Benhabib's proposal for a revised 
discourse ethics, I am also not convinced by her basic criticism of Ha
bermas, namely, that he cannot get the "formal procedural" model he 
wants because (U) also contains substantial content derived from the 
pragmatic rules of discourse. She concludes from this that his formal 
proceduralism has to be rejected and that discourse ethics needs to be 
reformulated, in order to place more emphasis on process and to allow 
for the inclusion of substantive elements. While I agree with Benhabib 
that (U) contains considerable content, I do not accept her argument 
that (U) is either redundant, because it adds nothing to (D) that is not 
contained in the rules of argument, or inconsistent, because it admits 
content into a formal procedural model of morality. My response is that 
(U) is not redundant because (as already discussed) (U) expresses the 
connection between the normative presuppositions of argument and 
the intuitive knowledge of what it means to justify a norm of action. 
Without (U) we are left with a vaguely defined moral intuition on the 
one hand, and a set of formally pragmatically derived presuppositions of 
argument on the other: (U) allows us to join the two premises and to un
derstand the latter as a specification of the former. Moreover, this read-

60. Ibid., 42-43. She sees no difficulty in saying that "communicative ethics 'trumps' 
other less refiexive 'moral points of view.' " 
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ing of (U), which understands the rules of argument as having content, 
does not require that we see (U) as inconsistent. Benhabib can only hold 
that (U) is inconsistent because she believes that (U) precludes the ac
knowledgment that the rules of rational discourse have content. I have 
argued that this is simply not the case. 

It is true that Haberrnas is deeply committed to the universalistic and 
egalitarian ideals of modernity, but I do not see him as having smuggled 
such ideals into his theory or as being in any way unaware of the crucial 
role they play in his theory. On the contrary, his discourse ethics ac
knowledges that the moral point of view is traceable to modernity, and 
he sees it as the responsibility of the moral theorist not only to explicate 
the moral point of view but also to confront seriously the question of 
what kind of justification would be required to support that point of 
view. For example, he writes that we cannot rule out the possibility that 
the moral point of view might be no more than the "expression of the 
particular moral ideas of our Western culture." He also cautions that, 
given the anthropological data, there are "grounds for suspecting that 
the claims to universality raised by ethical cognitivists on behalf of the 
moral principle they happen to favor is based on an ethnocentric 
fallacy. n6t 

The problem with the principle of universalization is neither simply its 
content (rights of universal access and equal participation), nor simply 
its formality (expressed in terms of its inability to deliver substantive 
principles), but rather its selectivity. How is it that some values, those 
related to "good life" issues, get classified as "particular values [that] are 
ultimately discarded as being not susceptible to consensus?"62 This se
lectivity operates as an integral part of the procedure of practical dis
course and the universalizability test, so that the principle of universal
ization inherently favors a certain kind of result. The difficulty does not 
result from a failure to acknowledge the content of discourse ethics and 
cannot be resolved by channeling more content into discourse ethics. 
Rather we need to look more closely at Haberrnas's justification for (U). 
That justification, as discussed above, is incomplete in that it must pre
suppose the validity of his formal-pragmatic theory of argumentation. I 

61. Habennas, Moral Consciousness, 78-79. He also writes: "I am not dramatizing the 
situation when I say that faced with the demand for a justification of the universal validity 
of the principle of universalization, cognitivists are in trouble." 

62. Ibid., 103. 
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agree with Rehg that the "derivation of (U) ... moves within the theory 
of argumentation and cannot do any better than assume such a commit
ment. "63 But Rehg is only putting off the question when he suggests that 
Habermas's claims about rationality, the lifeworld, and moral learning 
processes have to be grounded "outside" the theory of argumentation, 
in the theory of communicative action. 

Habermas's discourse ethics redirects the universality question, but 
like the theory of communicative action, is dependent on his formal
pragmatic analysis of the validity-basis of speech. I critically examine 
that analysis in Part 3 of this book. In the meantime, in Part 2, I want to 
give detailed and explicit attention to the particularity of gender and to 
show how that particularity gets expressed in Habermas's theory. 

63. Rehg, Insight and Solidarity, 67. 
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FOUR 

THE PROBLEM 

OF GENDER 

Feminists have argued that the historical formation of the European state 
system was accompanied by images of nurturing mothers and male pro
tectors, and that these images sustained a complex system of social roles 
and gender identities. They have also maintained that in one form or an
other and in complex ways, the gendered roles and identities of moder
nity continue to shape contemporary social and political practices. That 
is to say, gender-based assumptions, expectations, and social obligations 
still mediate the experiences of everyday life, whether at home, in pub
lic, or at place of work. Gendered roles and identities can seriously un
dermine attempts to achieve equality and can give rise to undesirable ef
fects that are difficult to address through legal means. One might refer to 
spousal abuse and workplace discrimination, but also to the more gener
alized problem of social inequality, as evidenced by the asymmetrical 
representation of women and men in public office. The strong suspicion 
that the persistence of gendered roles and identities will continue to un
dermine attempts to achieve full equality for women suggests to femi
nists the urgent need to have the problem of gender put on the philo
sophical and theoretical agenda. H, as is hard to deny, gender identities 
structure public and private spheres, it is important to understand the 
nature of that structuring and to have it articulated as a question for so
cial and political theory. Habermas does not address these issues, but his 
theory of communicative action1 speaks to feminist concerns in at least 
one crucial respect: he suggests that there are complex institutional and 

1. Habennas, TCA 
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cultural linkages between public and private spheres that need to be in
vestigated. 2 

While initially promising, Habermas's theory is bound to be disap
pointing to feminists. 3 The problem is more than his general lack of at
tention to matters of gender. More important, his system/lifeworld dis
tinction, which suggests the complex interrelationship between public 
and private, also leads him to various views that appear to be fundamen
tally at odds with feminist attempts to reconceptualize modern social 
and political theory. In this chapter I discuss his thesis of the internal 
colonization of the lifeworld. That thesis, which is designed to show the 
debilitating effects of extensive juridification in welfare state democra
cies, can also be regarded as systematically undermining the feminist 
case for the use of legal-bureaucratic measures to achieve "basic rights" 
for women and children. Even if Habermas is right about the negative 
consequences of the juridification of the lifeworld, and even if feminists 
are sometimes mistaken in their enthusiasm for legal-bureaucratic reme
dies to effect social justice, the "basic rights" question still needs to be 
addressed, and the fact that Habermas leaves that question unaddressed 
has to be noted and considered. Why does a theory that aims at inclu
siveness and equality not give immediate and urgent attention to the 
need to secure gender equality? 

In the first part of this chapter I discuss Habermas's distinction be
tween lifeworld and system and explain how that distinction is con
nected to his analysis of the democratic welfare state. I also argue that 
the question of gender, though treated by Habermas as a side issue, be
comes-unexpectedly and inadvertently-a central concern of his anal
ysis. Having determined why Habermas's colonization thesis presents us 
with a difficulty that is not easily resolved within his theory, I argue that 
the difficulty persists, despite the support he expresses for feminist proj
ects in his recent book on law. In the final section of the chapter I draw 
on Nancy Fraser's feminist critique of Habermas and on a response to 
Fraser by jean Cohen and Andrew Arato, 4 in order to identify three pos-

2. See, for example, Benhabib and Cornell, Feminism as Critique, 5, who view Haber
mas's theory of modernity as one from which feminists "have much to learn in analyzing 
the institutional splits and dichotomies between the public and private spheres." 

3. See Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical Theory?" and Iris Marion Young, "Impar
tiality and the Civic Public: Some Implications of Feminist Critiques of Moral and Political 
Theory," in Benhabib and Cornell, Feminism as Critique, 5 7-76. Benhabib, in "Concrete 
Other," is somewhat more optimistic. 

4. Cohen and Arato, Civil Society, 532 fl. 
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sible types of gender-based challenges to his theory. While agreeing 
with much of what Fraser has to say, and despite my own criticisms of 
Habermas, I do not accept her interpretation of the systemllifeworld dis
tinction as inherently androcentric and ideological, and I argue that we 
have to look more closely at his concept of the lifeworld. 

Habermas's concept of the lifeworld is meant to focus attention on the 
communicative processes through which experiences are symbolically 
organized and exchanged. The defining characteristic of communicative 
actions is their mode of coordination: they are open-ended, informally 
organized, and oriented to mutual understanding. By contrast, his con
cept of system signifies the functional integration of actions (or action 
consequences) according to principles of regulation that are inaccessi
ble to speaking and acting individuals. This type of integration is charac
teristic of the modern economy and state administrative system, which 
while ultimately tied to the normative consensus generated in the life
world, in their routine operation are "steered" by media that have been 
rendered ethically "neutral"-money in the case of the economy and 
(organizational) power in the case of the administrative system. Accord
ing to Habermas, the economy and state administration are subsystems 
of purposive-rational activity whose internal regulation is basically resis
tant to communicative processes oriented to reaching understanding. 
Thus while economic and administrative actions always include assump
tions about system goals-for example, productivity or the efficient im
plementation of (given) social programs--one has to step outside the 
subsystems of economy and state administration to challenge the goals 
themselves. 

The distinction between lifeworld and system that Habermas devel
ops can lead to an overly sharp differentiation between societal proc
esses, and he has been criticized for falling into that trap himself.5 But 
the aim of his dualistic theory is not to allow a dichotomous interpreta
tion of social processes, but rather to identify and explain various kinds 
of societal exchanges. The focus on societal exchanges is evident in his 
1973 work, Legitimation Crisis, where he examines the interchange be
tween economy and state administration in both classical liberal and 
welfare state societies. In that work he takes account of the structural 
transformation of the state under conditions of advanced capitalism and 

5. a. Honneth, CritiqtMJ of Power. 
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draws attention to the state's new role in managing the economy. 
basic thesis is that the new partnership of state and economy is 
panied by four different kinds of "crisis tendencies": economic crises, 
tionality crises (a result of contradictory demands on the state), 
mation crises (a result of failure to meet social-cultural ex]pe4cta.tio,osll 
and motivational crises (which indicate an erosion of the values nec:<Jel 
to sustain the market-state enterprise).6 While foreshadowing much 
Habennas's later theory, his Legitimation Crisis is primarily co:nc4erntel 
with the connection between two media-steered subsystems (the 
omy and the state administration). Later ( 1981 ), in his theory of 
municative action he examines another kind of exchange, between 
tern and lifeworld. 7 

Habennas's 1981 discussion of the systemllifeworld exchanges 
the problem of the excessive juridification in democratic welfare states., 
To ascertain the nature of the problem, he reconstructs the history of 
the modern European state system in tenns of four waves of juridifica
tion. According to Habennas, the first such wave occurred during the 
period of Absolutism and brought into existence the structures of the 
bourgeois state. This juridification wave is fundamental for modernity, in 
that it allows for the "uncoupling" of system and lifeworld, a process in 
which the economy and state assert their independence of the religious 
and cultural imperatives of the premodern social order and emerge as 
subsystems of purposive-rational activity. The second wave of juridifica
tion led to the constitutional state (Recbtsstaat) and creates a legal basis 
for "private individuals," citizens who are "given actionable civil rights 
against a sovereign." The third wave, associated with the democratic 
constitutional state ( demokratischer Recbtsstaat), gave constitutional 
status to "the idea of freedom already incipient in the concept of law as 
developed in the natural law tradition." The most recent-and problem
atical-juridification wave was achieved through the workers' move
ment and provides for the structures of the democratic welfare state 
( sozialer und demokratiscber Recbtsstaat )8 

The first three juridification waves provided Habennas with the basis 
for a developmental account of the modem lifeworld. The first wave laid 

6. jurgen Habermas, Legittmation Crisis, trans. Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1975). 

7. Habennas, TCA, 2:332 ff. 
8. Ibid., 357 ff. a. Mathieu Detlem, ed., Habermas, Modernity, and Law, Special Issue 

of Philosophy and Social Criticism 20:4 ( 1994 ): 1 ff. 
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tbe foundation for a separate and distinctive lifeworld. The second ad· 
.anced the independent status of the lifeworld because the life, liberty, 
and property of private persons, which are guaranteed by civil law, 
could no longer be viewed as simply arising out of economic (system) 
relations. Progress was similarly assured by the establishment of the 
democratic constitutional state in which there is a presumption that 
laWS express a "gener~ interest" and require the assent of all. At the 
core of this account of juridification is the idea that the lifeworld, once 
uncoupled, has its "own logic" embedded in open-ended and communi
cative processes and that historical progress involves the development 
of that logic, independent of the claims of the economic subsystem. 
With the development of the welfare state, however, such progress is 
put into question because there is now a recoupling of lifeworld and sys
tem. The welfare state, according to Habermas, cannot be viewed as sim
ply a continuation of earlier forms of juridification that allowed for de
velopment of the lifeworld. Whereas he views earlier legal regulations as 
indisputable gains of the lifeworld, the democratic welfare state, which 
institutionalizes class conflict and relies on legal means to solve social 
problems, is marked by ambivalences and brings with it a distinct 
change in the form of juridification. The welfare state cannot lay claim to 
the "unambiguously freedom-guaranteeing character" of earlier devel
opments because its policies are structured by the "ambivalence of 
guaranteeing freedom and taking it away. ''9 

Habermas does not mean that earlier forms of juridification were not 
riddled with contradictions; a basic contradiction existed between the 
"socially emancipatory intent" of bourgeois civil law and the repressive 
effects of bourgeois law on those compelled to sell their labor power. 
Rather, the problem with the welfare state is that the negative effects of 
juridification do not appear as side effects, but issue ''from the form of 
juridijication itself. It is now the very means of guaranteeing freedom 
that endangers the freedom of the beneficiaries." The welfare state en
dangers freedom when it goes beyond containing class conflict and 
"spreads a net of client relationships over private spheres of life." With 
these client relationships, core areas of the lifeworld are bureaucratized 
and monetarized, and the lifeworld loses the considerable indepen
dence it gained at the time of the constitutionalization and democratiza
tion of the bourgeois state. The ability of the lifeworld to assert its 

9. Habermas, TCA, 2:360-61. 
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"own" claims becomes severely restricted, as the state administration, :_ 
cooperation with the economy, attempts to respond to social probl~ 
associated with capitalist growth, not by allowing for open public dis-· 
cussion about social goals, but by "penetrating" more and more deeply 
into the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld. To the extent that a sys. 
terns logic comes to replace a communicative logic, the lifeworld be
comes "colonized."10 

I do not contest Habermas's contention that the democratic welfare 
state is structured by ambivalences. I even allow that he is right to be 
concerned about the juridification of the lifeworld. What I want to show 
is the subtle but significant shift in his argument in which the question of 
gender becomes (inadvertently) a central part of his analysis. His inten
tion is to address a legal-bureaucratic intervention into the lifeworld 
that is not necessarily gender-specific-anyone can be unemployed, 
sick, poor, or old. However, the examples he chooses, family and school, 
have an explicit gender component: the school extends the nurturing 
and learning functions of the family. This choice of examples is of more 
than passing interest because it disrupts his text and takes the analysis in 
a somewhat different direction than that indicated by his expressed 
aims. He does not merely refer (as his analysis leads one to expect) to 
the increasing reification and the creation of new dependencies con
nected with the implementation of socially necessary welfare policy, but 
also, and especially, to what he sees as the pathological effects of extend
ing the process of juridification to core areas (family and school) of the 
lifeworld. 

Habermas does not deny the democratic aims behind much juridifi· 
cation. In fact, he identifies the judicial enforcement of "basic rights" in 
family and school with the establishment of "basic legal principles: rec· 
ognition of the child's fundamental rights against his parents, of the 
wife's against her husband, of the pupil's against the school, and of the 
parents', teachers', and pupils' against die public school administration." 
He also acknowledges that, in the case of the family, legal-bureaucratic 
intervention has resulted in the dismantlement of the "authoritarian po
sition of the paterfamilias" and led to "more equal distribution of the 
competencies and entitlements" of family members. Similarly, the legal 

10. Ibid., 361 ff. a. his "Remarks on the Discussion," 127, where he refers to his colo
nization thesis as a "sharpening" of Max Weber's "paradoxes of rationalization" as repre
sented in Horkheinter and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment. 
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regulation of the "special power relation" between government and 
schools has opened up the school system to a measure of public ac
countability as regards the needs of children and the wishes of parents. 
Yet, for Haberrnas, these benefits in increasing democracy have come at 
a high cost because, on his view, family and school institutions are so or
ganized that they cannot be subject to judicial control and legal-bureau
cratic intervention without dysfunctional effects for these lifeworld in
stitutions themselves and for society more generally.11 

Habermas's argument against the extensive use of judicial means to 
deal with problems in family and school is based on two considerations: 
the special nature of the internal relations of family and school and the 
important role of family and school institutions in the maintenance of 
societal cohesion. He maintains that the internal relations of family and 
school are nonjuridical by their very nature and "must be able to func
tion independent of legal regulation." Whereas "formally organized" 
areas of action (for example, the workplace) might benefit from regula
tion (of the conditions of work), family and school institutions are 
"communicatively structured" and are "functionally dependent on so
cial integration through values, norms, and consensus formation." Only 
if the internal relations of family and school were already "constituted in 
legal form," he argues, could "the increasing density of legal norms ... 
lead to a redistribution of money and power without altering the basis of 
social relations." Here he begins to consider the importance of family 
and school in the production of societal cohesion. According to Haber
mas, legal-bureaucratic intervention into family and school strikes at and 
erodes the communicative practices that develop through socialization 
in the family and teaching in the school. His view is that communicative 
practices are constitutive of the lifeworld and play a crucial role in main
taining and renewing the cultural, social, and individual competences 
necessary for the reproduction of the larger social system, so that any 
erosion of these practices can severely weaken the basis of societal co
hesion and lead to dysfunctional effects, not only for the lifeworld areas 
of family and school, but for society more generally. Juridification 
should extend only to the "enforcement of principles of the rule of law 
... the legal institutionalization of the external constitution of ... the 
family or the school."12 

11. Habennas, TCA, 2:368-69. 
12. Ibid., 369-73.ln 1981, and in the context of the controversy over school policy in 
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1 sball forgO the opportUnity at thts potnt to discuss what Habel'lllalll 

means by societal cohesion and ~ialization pr~esses and the precise 
role of the family in the reproduction of the social system. That discus. 
sion requires more detailed examination of his theory and will be taken 
up in later chapters. Here I want to restrict myself to the more general 
features of his colonization thesis. Even if Habermas is right about the 
debilitating effects of extensive juridification in family and school, his 
thesis of the colonization of the lifeworld by a systems rationality con
tains no further advice on how to deal with the issue of basic rights for 
women and children that has been a primary motivation (among femi
nists and lawmakers generally) for extending the process of juridifica
tion to the family. Many of the lifeworld problems he mentions-those 
relating to "the core areas of family law (governing marriage, support, 
matrimonial property, divorce, parental care, guardianship )"1'--are not 
really addressed by referring, as he does, to the complexities of life 
brought about through the advancement of the capitalist economy. 
Once we "add on" the gender question, it is hard to see how we could 
even begin to "decolonize" the lifeworld without sustained attention to 
the fact that the lifeworld core is gender-structured and legally secured. 

Since 1981 Habermas has extended and modified his account of juri· 
dification. For example, he has reconsidered his distinction between 
"law as a medium" and "law as an institution." In 1981 he said that the 
former is functional and administrative in nature and does not require 
"substantive justification," whereas legal institutions are "embedded in a 
broader political, cultural, and social context; they stand in a continuum 
with moral norms."14 To view law as a medium, on the model of the 
economy or the state administration, one would have to identify for law 
a constitutive principle that is analogous to money for the economy and 
power for the state administration. Habermas has since concluded that it 
is not possible to identify such a principle, 15 and he no longer maintains 
the distinction between law as a medium and law as an institution. In 
1990 he acknowledges that, in principle, "every legal norm can also be 
problematized under moral viewpoints." Nonetheless, he still allows for 

the Federal Republic of Germany, Habermas thought that there would be greater resis· 
lance to dejudicializing and debureaucratizing the public school system than the family. 

13. Ibid., 368. 
14. Ibid., 366-67. 
15. jurgen Habermas, "Law and Morality," The Tanner Lectures on Human Values 8 

(1988): 255, makes this point with reference to Niklas Luhmann's systems view oflaw. 
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hiS colonization thesis, and he does this by drawing a distinction be
tween primary and secondary legal norms. Primary norms relate to the 
identity of persons and are "relevant for the constitution of legal subjec
tivity," whereas secondary legal norms "merely delineate the range of 
options for already constituted legal subjects." In terms of Habermas's 
viewS on juridification, it is the secondary legal norms that are the cause 
of concern. He explains that secondary legal norms have negative effects 
"when they intrude not just institutionally but also normatively (in the 
sense of bureaucratization and monetarization) into realms of life which 
are structured communicatively, and thus relevant to the identity of 
persons."16 

Habermas has refined his views on the law and legal institutions, but 
the basic features of his colonization thesis remain intact. That thesis 
shows a latent traditionalism on gender issues, even though he is person
ally committed to gender equality. Habermas's ambivalence on gender 
finds its way into remarks he makes on the feminist movement, both in 
his theory of communicative action and in his more recent book on law. 
These remarks confirm and deepen the problem of gender in his theory. 

In his theory of communicative action Habermas suggests that the wom
en's movement "stands in the tradition of bourgeois-socialist liberation 
movements" and is a "struggle against patriarchal oppression and for the 
redemption of a promise that has long been anchored in the acknowl
edged universalistic foundations of morality and law." He also suggests 
. that "the emancipation of women means not only establishing formal 
equality and eliminating male privilege, but overturning concrete forms 
of life marked by male monopolies." Nonetheless, he refers to feminism 
as a new social movement and insists that "an element of particularism" 
connects feminism with contemporary concerns about nuclear power, 
the environment, tax issues, and so on. 17 Feminists are understandably 
inclined to react negatively to the idea that the struggle against male 
dominance can be lumped together with tax revolts. Fraser insists that 
the substantive content of feminism, understood in terms of new identi
ties and social meanings, cannot be regarded as "particularistic lapses 
from universalism," as Habermas seems to think. The new identities and 
meanings will be different, she admits, but in no way will they be "par-

16. Habennas, "Remarks on the Discussion," 130. For analyses of Habennas's views on 
law, see the essays in Deftem, Habermas, Modernity, and Law. 

17. Habennas, TCA, 2:393. 
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ticularistic in any pejorative sense."18 Cohen and Arato similarly object 
to what they see as a pejorative tone in Habennas's use of "particularist" 
to refer to the women's movement. Uke Fraser, they also think that 
women's inclusion in the spheres of work and politics involves a funda
mental challenge to "the male standards behind the allegedly neutral 
structures of these domains."19 

Habermas's references to feminism in his ( 1992) book on law, 20 are 
addressed to liberals. In the passage in question, he discusses the con
cerns expressed by liberals that feminist initiatives for public discussion 
of "private" matters inevitably lead to excessive demands for self-disclo
sure, demands that would deny legal protection to the private sphere 
and place the personal integrity of individuals potentially in danger. 
These liberal concerns have been presented in reaction to feminist pro
posals, by Benhabib and Fraser, for example, to introduce into the public 
sphere a range of matters pertaining to the family and intimate relations 
that liberal theory views as "private." While Habermas's discussion of 
liberal concerns about privacy places him on the side of feminist at
tempts to bring "private" matters into public discussion, what is at issue 
for him is the integrity of his discursive model of the public sphere on 
which feminists have drawn in their attempt to remodel the public 
sphere. 

In Habermas's view, if we want to assess liberal claims about the po
tential in the discursive model of the public sphere for an unwarranted 
encroachment on privacy rights, we have to consider two separate is
sues: ( 1) the public discussion of ethically relevant questions of the 
good life, collective identity, and needs, and ( 2) possible legislative deci
sions involving legal-bureaucratic regulation of everyday life that might 
ensue from any such discussion. He argues that it is a mistake to see the 
public discussion of "private" matters as in itself an interference with 
privacy and individual rights. Public discussion-that is, discussion con
nected with the legislature or the general public-might well include as
pects of existing "private and public powers and responsibilities" and 
even extend to the question of the boundaries of public and private. In 
a discursive model of the public sphere, such as the one he advocates, 
there can be no restriction on what can be placed on the public agenda. 

18. Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical Theory?" 54. 
19. Cohen and Arato, Civil Society,· 548-49. 
20. Habennas, Facts and Norms. 
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However, he contends that this aspect of the model is not a problem at 
all and that liberals see it as a problem because of their tendency to con
tlate public discussion of "private" matters with an interference into pri
vacy rights. He explains that only the regulation of a new criminal mat
ter, concerning spousal abuse, for example, or the implementation of a 
legislative decision on a matter such as childcare facilities, would count 
as public intervention into "private" life. These actions would count as 
public intervention into "private" life because, in each case, there would 
have to be changes in existing practices and responsibilities. 21 

Habermas's view is supportive of feminist initiatives in the public 
sphere, in that it promotes unconstrained discussion of "private" mat
ters; however, he has not abandoned his earlier perspective on juridifi
cation, and he is far from advocating regulation as a solution to problems 
in everyday life. He maintains that the most suitable arena for the "strug
gle over needs" is not parliament, but the "general public sphere," and 
he observes that a lengthy process is generally needed before matters 
such as the question of spousal abuse or the demands of working parents 
for state-sponsored childcare facilities are even recognized as political 
themes. He explains to his liberal critics that much work has to be done 
by (feminist) advocates of change before such matters get the attention 
of the general public; in particular, the needs of all those affected have to 
be articulated amid the controversies arising out of "competing inter
pretations of self and world" and various "visions of the good life." This 
"struggle for recognition" has to be settled at the level of the general 
public before the interests that are being contested are clarified and 
"taken up by the responsible political authorities, put on the parliamen
tary agenda, discussed, and if need be, worked into legislative proposals 
and binding decisions."22 

The idea of a colonization of the lifeworld, as presented by Habermas 
in 1981, allowed for a limited number of options for dealing with prob
lems associated with the increasing juridification of everyday life; the 
logical solution seemed to be a reversal of the process, or decoloniza
tion. Even if we interpret this solution to mean that, in practice, we 
might expect no more than a halt to the process or perhaps only assur
ances against excessive juridification (this seems to be Habermas's cur
rent view), the fact remains that the idea of decolonization also serves to 

21. Ibid., 312-14. 
22. Ibid., 314. 
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reduce the normative currency of a strategy of legal-bureaucratic inter
vention into family life for purposes of establishing basic rights for 
women and children. Habermas has not retreated from his colonization 
thesis, and while he now offers a more measured response than he did in 
1981, nothing he said in 1992 indicated a fundamentally different view 
of the colonization problem. It is true that gender issues, along with the 
idea of public and private, are now more fluid; he suggests, for example, 
that the division of public and private powers and responsibilities de
pends on historical circumstances and socially determined perceptions. 
Nonetheless, issues arising out of gender differences are conceived as 
political struggles over how to divide up existing responsibilities and 
powers, not about those competences and responsibilities themselves, 
and also not about the possible implications of gender issues for a theory 
of rationality. Moreover, in the 1992 passage to which I have referred, 
Habermas's objective is to convince liberals that his discourse model of 
the public sphere can accommodate gender issues without disrupting 
social and political institutions based on the idea of public and private. 

In another passage from his 1992 book on law, Habermas urges femi
nists not to give up on the system of rights, but to come forward in the 
public sphere to say which gender differences are relevant for "an equal 
opportunity to take advantage of individual liberties." Here Habermas 
shows much sympathy for the feminist concern not to allow gender
based differences to be viewed, as in the liberal model of rights, as devia
tions from a male standard. His solution is to secure the public auton
omy of women, in order to ensure that, as "the affected parties" in any 
discussion of gender roles and responsibilities, women have effective 
opportunity to participate in public discourses and to clarify their con
cerns. 23 These remarks indicate Habermas's solidarity with feminist 
claims for inclusion and equal status, but they are too general to be of 
much help in addressing the complexity of gender. Moreover, securing 
the public autonomy of women will not substantially alter the logic of 
his colonization thesis: women can (albeit with difficulty) shift the 
boundary of public and private and win government support for legal
bureaucratic intervention into "private" matters, but such legal-bureau
cratic intervention will inevitably tend to erode the communicative 
practices that are constitutive for the lifeworld itself. 

23. Ibid., 424-26. 
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For the remainder of this chapter I discuss how we might understand 
the gender dimensions of Habennas's theory by drawing on Fraser's cri
tique of Habermas, as well as on Cohen and Arato's response to Fraser. I 
formulate three possible theses. The first thesis is that a gender-sensitive 
reading of his theory might actually enhance its critical power. The sec
ond is that the system/lifeworld distinction on which the theory is based 
is intrinsically, and not incidentally, androcentric and ideological. The 
third is that the theory of communicative action allows us to conceive of 
gender as a steering medium on the level of money and power. I take it 
as given, and as congruent with the intentions of Cohen and Arato, as 
well as Fraser, that if a theory is to have nonideological application, it 
must be able to give expression to the wishes and struggles of contem
poraiy women.24 

Thesis 1. Habermas's theory of modernity is of interest for feminism be
cause it theorizes the relations between public and private spheres of 
life. In his discussion of classical capitalist societies, for example, he can 
be taken as suggesting that the economy and bourgeois conjugal family 
are mediated by the social roles of worker and consumer. According to 
Fraser, his account could be significantly improved if gender were taken 
into consideration. The worker role is masculine "not just in the rela
tively superficial statistical sense" but rather in a "very deep sense in 
which masculine identity in these [classical capitalist] societies is bound 
up with the breadwinner role." The historical struggle for a "family 
wage" is placed in a new light, once we see that wages are paid, not to a 
"genderless individual for the use of labour power," but rather to an in
dividual with economic responsibility for a wife and children. Fraser 
also argues that the important role of citizen-linked to speech in the 
public sphere and to action on the battlefield-is masculine, and she 
raises the question of the significance for Habermas's theory that no 
mention is made of the feminine childrearer role ( 41-45). 

While Habermas's account of welfare state societies can be similarly 
supplemented by gender analysis, such a strategy leads to more complex 
results. Fraser is generally convinced that Habermas is on the right track 
when he explains that under conditions of advanced capitalism, there is 
a realignment of state and economy and that these become "more 

24. Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical Theory?" 31, reminds us that Marx defined 
critical theory as "the self-clarification of the struggles and wishes of the age." 
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deeply intertwined with one another." However, she argues that there 
are significant limitations. In particular, he misses the fact that the new 
client role is "paradigmatically feminine," and he fails to document the 
fact that the clients of the welfare state are overwhelmingly women: 
poor women, older women, single women with dependent children. 
Even so, she believes that Habermas's account can lead to insightful anal
yses. For example, his view that welfare measures have both positive and 
negative effects can be developed to illuminate the nature of the ambiva
lence with respect to women generally. As a rule, welfare measures are 
positive for women because they imply a reduction of economic depen
dence on individual male providers, but they are also negative because 
they replace dependency on an individual male with dependency on a 
"patriarchal and androcentric state bureaucracy." For Fraser, the role of 
client, "qua feminine role, perpetuates in a new, let us say 'modernized' 
and 'rationalized' form, women's subordination" ( 47-50). 

Fraser suggests that gendering the social roles that Habermas identi
fies and/or presupposes can lead to a better undc:rstanding of the gen
dered division of social interaction, but that the results are less success
ful for welfare state societies than for liberal capitalist ones. The 
difficulty I see with this suggestion is that once we acknowledge that the 
new client role is "paraoigmatically feminine," all clients, both females 
and males, be~ome feminized and the gender division that is the subject 
of feminist concerns tends to recede. Fraser also sees the difficulty, and 
she attempts to address 'it by further splitting the "paradigmatically femi
nine" into masculine and feminine: she claims that many welfare systems 
are internally "dualized and gendered" in that they include "masculine" 
programs to help principal breadwinners temporarily out of paid em
ployment and "feminine" programs that assist families without a male 
head. In that sense, the welfare state represents a "change in the charac
ter of male dominance, a shift, in Carol Brown's phrase, 'from private pa
triarchy to public patriarchy' " ( 49-50 ). The difficulty is not easily re
solved, however: one can always respond that Habermas's failure to note 
the possibly gendered dimensions of welfare programs does not neces
sarily reflect a failure in his theory. Moreover, it is also likely that a plu
rality of patterns of gender participation could be charted for existing 
programs, if we were to take into account such additional factors as race, 
class, ethnicity, able-bodiedness, and age. In my view, the strategy of 
gendering the social roles identified or presupposed in Habermas's the
ory is fruitful, but limiting, for understanding bo~ liberal and welfare 
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state societies. My suspicion is that his omission of the childrearer role 
in his account of liberal capitalist and welfare state societies cannot be 
repaired without a significant restructuring of his theory. 

Thesis 2. A second thesis on gender in Habermas's theory is that his sys
tem/lifeworld distinction, which is basic to the theory, is intrinsically an
drocentric and ideological. Fraser develops this position in relation to 
his analysis of welfare state societies. As she reads Habermas, the welfare 
state brings about two types of dependencies. The one type is the result 
of the bureaucratization associated with the implementation of social 
policy, while a second type is created with the juridification of family. 
Fraser rejects the idea that the juridification of the family is any different 
or any less disabling than the juridification of other areas of life, and in
terpreting Habermas as dividing the activities of social institutions into 
two types of action contexts, those aiming at social integration and 
those aiming at system integration, she maintains that childrearing has to 
be classified as a socially integrated task. She then argues that childrear
ing is a "dual-aspect" activity because it is involved "equally" in the sym
bolic reproduction of the lifeworld and in the material reproduction of 
the economic system. She also finds the system/lifeworld distinction 
more generally inadequate and maintains that labor in the paid place of 
employment, no less than the unpaid labor of childrearing is a "dual-as
pect" activity (33-34). 

To summarize the problem: whereas the theory of communicative ac
tion holds out the prospect of showing how public and private spheres 
of life are intertwined, and while that theory can be used to chart such 
intertwining, Habermas's colonization thesis appears to be a retreat, 
even a promotion of what Fraser refers to as the "ideological" separation 
of public and private. She attempts to resist this retreat by refocusing at
tention on the intertwining of public and private; for example, she 
claims that the family, while involved in reproducing social identities, 
can be seen as an economic system and that it is also constituted by 
power relations. She believes that it is a "grave mistake" to restrict 
"power" to state-administrative contexts and suggests that we need to 
refine and differentiate the concept of power to include "domestic-patri
archal" and "bureaucratic-patriarchal" power, but also other kinds (38). 
Denying that there is any important distinction between the two types 
of work, Fraser holds that professional childcare facilities are no more 
pathological than other forms of paid work: "If it is 'pathological' that, in 
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the course of achieving a better balance of power in familial and per
sonal life, women become clients of state bureaucracies, then it must be 
just as 'pathological' in principle that, in the course of achieving a simi
lar end at paid work, paid workers, too, become clients" (51). She con
cludes that even though his theory can increase our understanding of 
some issues of concern to women, his blindspots on gender can be 
traced to his "categorial opposition between system and lifeworld insti
tutions" (55). 

Fraser's critique of Habermas's systemllifeworld distinction has been 
challenged by Cohen and Arato, who maintain that her example of child
rearing involves the substantive elements of action and thus misses the 
"real thrust" of his distinction between system and lifeworld. Dualistic 
theory, they contend, is not directly concerned with the substantive ele
ments of action, but rests on a more basic distinction between two dif
ferent "modes of action coordination. ":z5 Modes of action coordination, 
according to this argument, have to be distinguished from historically 
specific social institutions, and if Habermas himself has not correctly ap
plied the system/lifeworld distinction-that is, if he relies on the norma
tive meaning of specific historical institutions, the problem has to be 
traced to his misuse of the distinction, not to the distinction itself. :z6 

However, this argument does not refute Fraser's position. The problem 
she identifies is not necessarily tied to the substantive elements of ac
tion, even though she refers to such substantive elements for purposes 
of analysis, so that her argument could be reformulated to center on the 
idea of two modes of action coordination rather than two types of social 
institutions. Habermas's theory could then be viewed as having identi
fied the activity of childcare with one mode of action coordination 
rather than as "equally" involved in the second mode. 

But Fraser's position becomes problematical as a critique of Habermas 
once we see that his dualistic theory allows us to see the family, like 
other social institutions, as a site of two social processes, involving two 
modes of action coordination. The theory does not deny, as she claims, 
that both modes of action coordination are present in family institutions 
(both modes are similarly present in the paid workplace), so that the 
idea of a dual-aspect activity is not necessarily a problem for his theory. 

25. Cohen and Arato, Civil Society, 535. See also Cohen's "Critical Social Theory and 
Feminist Critiques: The Debate with Jiligen Habennas," in Meehan, Feminists Read Ha
~57-90. 

26. Cohen and Arato, Civil Society, 534. 
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.As for her claim that childcare facilities would be no more pathological 
than other forms of paid work, Jane Braaten suggests that we should put 
the emphasis on whether the communicative task ( childrearing) that 
has been exchanged for money results in the "replacement" of consen
sus-based communication and in the primacy of system goals. In that re
gard, Habermas's internal colonization thesis suggests that under condi
tions of advanced capitalism and the need for system efficiency, 
lifeworld gains in setting social priorities will almost certainly be lost in 
the ever-increasing tendency toward system integration. 27 Nonetheless, 
Fraser's basic concern that the systemllifeworld distinction reinstates 
the publidprivate split still needs to be addressed, and it is to preclude 
any such reinstatement that she attempts to show that childcare is 
"equally" involved in symbolic and material reproduction. However we 
assess the situation, she rightly maintains that it is not enough simply to 
reconstruct the gender subtext of Habermas's theory, because the the
ory itself seems intrinsically resistant to a full and open discussion of 
gender issues. 

Thesis 3. A third thesis that can be developed from within the assump
tions of Habermas's theory is that gender is a steering medium on the 
order of money and power. That idea is raised as a possibility by Fraser 
in her suggestion that the links forged by worker and consumer roles in 
classical capitalism "are adumbrated as much in the medium of gender 
identity as in the medium of money." Similarly, she refers to gender 
identity as an "exchange medium" and suggests that the concepts of 
worker and consumer are "gender-economic," whereas the concept of 
citizen is "gender-political. "28 Cohen and Arato grant that this is a prob
lem, but suggest that instead of seeing gender as a steering medium, we 
should think of gender as a "set of codes." Faced with the problem of 
how gender codes differ from power codes, they emphasize the "differ
ent structure" of gender codes and maintain that we have to distinguish 
"among different kinds of power or, rather, among various codes of 
power and modes of the operation of power." They also suggest that 
"gender is a generalized form of communication or, rather, the code of 
such communication." .As the "set of codes in and through which power 
operates," gender can be a "secondary code of the power medium" in 

27. Jane Braaten, Habermas's Critical Tbeory of Society (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1991 ), 92 ff. 

28. Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical Theory?" 42-46. 
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formal organizations and, in the informally organized spheres of the life
world, it can "displace ordinary language communication and facilitate 
the operation of power. "29 As interesting as Cohen and Arata's state
ments are, they are far from decisive in determining that gender is not a 
medium. At the very least it remains unclear how gender as a "set of 
codes" differs from the media of money and power; the latter are simi
larly identified by Cohen and Arato as codes that "relieve actors of the 
necessity of mutually agreeing on the definition of the situation in
volved. "3° In each case what seems to be involved is a codification that 
can (or possibly could) be reformulated in terms of a logic of action con
sequences detached from communicative processes. 

To spell out what would be involved in thinking of gender as a me
dium, one might, for example, refer to a "gender system" that gets de
fined across the public/private divide. One could then work out the con
nections between the economy, the state administration, and the gender 
system and investigate the relations between these (three) subsystems 
and the lifeworld. It would also be necessary to identify a constitutive 
principle for the gender system, and here one might propose a principle 
of masculinity, understood as a hierarchical binary opposition of mascu
linity and femininity. Nonetheless, I have reservations about taking this 
route because if masculinity is a steering medium, like money and 
power, its normative context would have to be tied to a "basically" un
gendered lifeworld (just as power and money are tied to the normative 
cor.text of a "basically" power-free and money-free lifeworld). By now, 
in the wake of feminist critiques that indicate the strong tendency of 
philfllSophk:al discourse to effect a resolution of gender questions by re
establishing a supposedly neutral subject,31 we have to be suspicious of 
proposals for degendering the lifeworld. Whereas there is good reason 
to work for a degendering of the worlds of money and power, it is not 
obvious that the degendering process can be extended in the same way 
to the core areas of the lifeworld. Even as we use legal institutions to se
cure substantive equality for women and children, we cannot afford to 
overlook the possibly negative consequences, for women and children, 

29. Cohen and Arato, Civil Society, 540-42. 
30. Ibid., 535. 
31. See, especially the work of French feminists, for example, Luce Irigaray, Speculum 

oftbe Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), and 
Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement, Tbe Newly Barn Woman, trans. Betsy Wing (Min
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986). 
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as well as for men, of the extensive use of the state-administrative appa
ratus to achieve social goals. Habermas's theory seems to replicate the 
ideological separation of public and private, but we also have to be criti
cal about the kind of intertwining of public and private we want to 
support. 

None of the three possible theses I have discussed can deal adequately 
with the problem of a gender-structured lifeworld. Fraser's critique of 
Habermas points in the right direction but tends to underestimate the 
relevance of his colonization thesis as a critical account of important fea
tures of advanced capitalism. Rather than trace the problem of gender in 
his theory to the systemllifeworld distinction and argue that system per
spectives are equally evident in familiallifeworld contexts, I want to ask 
why Habermas omits the childrearer or nurturer role from the list of so
cial roles (employee, consumer, client, citizen) that he associates with 
the systemllifeworld interchange. There is little-doubt that the family is 
a core part of his understanding of the lifeworld. Moreover, the family 
plays an important role in sustaining and reproducing the lifeworld's 
communicative practices. And yet, for some reason, the system/life
world interchange does not refer to the role of nurturer and the work of 
socialization. Why is that role not theorized somewhere on the system/ 
lifeworld interchange, especially when Habermas's colonization thesis 
picks out the juridification of family and school to demonstrate the 
harmful effects of excessive legal-bureaucratic intervention into socially 
integrated lifeworld contexts? 

By retreating from a critical examination of the relation between the 
nurturer role and the system/lifeworld interchange, Habermas shuts 
down the discussion, even in the face of the considerable pressure from 
within the logic of his theory to say something about the basic rights of 
women and children that are supposedly falsely addressed through ex
cessive juridi.fication of family and school. We need to know why social
ization is so important for his theory that it can even override the ques
tion of basic rights. 



FIVE 

GENDER AND 

COMMUNICATION 

In 1984 Habermas gave an interview to Peter Dews and Perry Anderson. 
In that interview he described his ethical position as cognitivist-univer
salist and was willing to subscribe to the "outrageously strong claim ... 
that there is a universal core of moral intuition in all times and in all soci
eties." He said that while moral intuitions were not "spelt out" in the 
same way in every case, they shared a common origin in "the conditions 
of symmetry and reciprocal recognition which are unavoidable presup
positions of communicative action." 1bis claim led one of the interview
ers to ask how we might reconcile the idea of a universal core of moral 
intuitions with the notion of a Lebensform or "form of life." By defini
tion, a form of life has a cultural integrity that must be respected. How
ever, if forms of life also share in moral intuitions that are universal, we 
have to allow for the possibility that the inhabitants of a particular form 
of life might, with good reason, speak out against the cultural practices 
of another one, even take action to stop such practices. To help sort out 
the issues, the interviewer raises the following question: how might we 
justify saying that a form of life belonging to the past was entitled to in
terfere with the cultural integrity of another one whose historically doc
umented practices would, if they took place in today's world, be gener
ally regarded as illegitimate. The specific question put to Habermas was 
how he would arbitrate the conflict over slavery waged between North 
and South in the United States of the 18508.1 

1. Jurgen Habermas, "Life-forms, Morality and the Task of the Philosopher," in his Au
tonomy and Solidarity, 201-5. 
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Habermas decides to defer judgment on the slavery issue until he can 
address "another textbook example of these dilemmas," the traditional 
Hindu practice of sat~ the burning of women upon the deaths of their 
husbands, legally prohibited in Bengal in 1829 by the British governor. 
The question Habermas poses is whether the English, on first entering 
India, had been entitled to put a stop to the "ritual of burning widows." 
The Hindus, he says, would have argued that "this institution-a burial 
rite-belonged to their whole form of life." This explanation strikes him 
as having some claim to truth, and he takes the position that the English 
should have abstained from intervention "on the one condition that this 
life-form was really self-maintaining, that is, not yet in inevitable dissolu
tion and assimilation to a different way of life." The Hindu practice is dis
cussed only briefly and in order to clarify issues in a question about ante
bellum slavery. However, as a textbook example, and the basis on which 
one might draw conclusions about relations between forms of life, it is 
essential to the point Habermas wants to make. The example is also 
"textbook" because it represents a lost world: "There could be no anal
ogy to this example today, because there are no such traditional cultures 
left after three hundred years of capitalism."2 

Two features of the Hindu reference stand out. First, within the frame
work of Habermas's theory, it represents a premodern practice in which 
there is "not yet" the hypothetical attitude that he says is necessary to 
support the "moral point of view." Why, one might ask, does a theory of 
modernity refer to a premodern form of life to explain ethical relations 
in modernity? Second, sati exemplifies a particularly extreme form of 
gender inequality in which women are ritually burned upon the deaths 
of their husbands. Why, one might ask, does a theorist who is as pro
fessedly egalitarian as Habermas offer an example of extremely asym
metrical gender relations to explain what he means by a form of life that 
ought to be left intact? While he offers the Hindu example in passing and 
without much reflection, we still need to know whether his failure to ad
dress the gender aspects of his example is a mere slip or whether we 
should regard it as evidence of a deeper problem in his theory. 

Habermas's reference to the Hindu practice of sati has to be viewed, ini
tially, in the context in which it arose. As indicated above, he had just 
characterized his cognitive-universalist ethical position as an "outrage-

2. Ibid., 204. 
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ously strong claim." An interviewer then asked how this universalist po
sition might be reconciled with the idea of a form of life: "clinical intu
itions" about the value of a given form of life seem to render 
problematic any claim to universality. He asked Habermas to comment 
on the American slavery because it reflected the dilemma of a universal
ism that runs up against the particular. Whereas the North had appealed 
to universalist premises to support its argument for the abolition of slav
ery, the South had drawn on the idea of a form of life in its insistence that 
slavery belonged to the Southern way of life. Habermas begins his re
sponse by addressing "the political and implicitly moral question 
whether the institution of slavery could be justified within the frame
work of a set of specific constitutional laws." He finds it "not difficult" to 
judge the North to have been in the right because the "Northern posi
tion ... that slavery could and should be changed in accordance with the 
constitution ... [was] also in accordance with moral intuitions, which 
were fortunately not just expressed in books, but were codified-as 
principles--in law."3 

This judgment is not at all straightforward. It deserves mention that, 
for Southern advocates, the validity of the North's reading of the Consti
tution was precisely what was at issue, especially in the period of esca
lating conflict from the latter part of the 1840s. It became a vital consti
tutional point whether Congress had the power to abolish slavery in the 
territories, and any effort to that effect was interpreted by the slave
holding states as an attack on their institutions. Moreover, the constitu
tional disagreement was settled through ratification of the Thirteenth 
Amendment in December 1866, after the North had won the Civil War, 
and stands as historical support for the Southern view that slavery ex
isted until it was expressly abolished. This concurrence on the abolition 
of slavery was also an enshrinement of the Northern position in the U.S. 
Constitution, and it is of some importance for the valid consensus that 
Habermas needs to identify that the amendment was enacted in the ab
sence of self-chosen representatives of the Southern viewpoint. 4 

3. Ibid., 203-4. 
4. In the 1850s, Southern constitutional theory held firmly to the view that in the ab· 

sence of locally enacted laws against it, slave "property" was legal and that slavery, unless 
abolished, exited everywhere. The South and its defenders also managed to have their 
views implicitly or explicitly recognized in law. For example, the Compromise of 1850 
left it an open question whether the extension of the U.S. Constitution to the territories 
ipso facto established slavery there. The Southern understanding of the U.S. Constitution 
gained further ground in the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which gave official statutory 
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Whether it is true, as Habermas would have it, that "few of the South
erners ever said that they would fight to the death on the ground of legal 
amendments, as such, "5 the evidence suggests that the battle took place 
on the legal-constitutional plane as well. I introduce these issues to sug
gest that Habermas's argument can be challenged on factual grounds. At 
the same time I want to emphasize that such a challenge would not dis
rupt the logic of his position that, ideally, moral intuitions are codified as 
principles in law and that constitutional laws provide the criteria for 
evaluating the actions of a particular form of life. If we allow for that 
starting point, we can also begin to push it back The fact that constitu
tional laws are, ideally, the codification of moral intuitions indicates that 
the legal-political question with which Habermas begins is already sup
plemented by a moral one based on the idea of a form of life. 

Habermas moves to that moral level by addressing whether the South 
was a healthy form of life under threat of disintegration from an en
croaching abolitionist North. The Southerners might claim, for example, 
that their form of life had its own historical value and suggest that the 
slaves in the South were no worse off than the proletariat in the North. 
(This sort of response was, in fact, a recurring theme in defenses offered 
by the South.) It is with the aim of assessing the South's claim to repre
sent a distinctive form of life that Habermas takes up the other "text
book example of these dilemmas" and a form of life entitled to have 
been left intact. The question that the interviewer puts to Habermas is 
thus turned around: to say when we might intervene in a form of life, we 

recognition to the "principle of nonintervention by Congress with slavery in the States 
and Territories." Furthermore, in the 1857 Dred Scott case the U.S. Supreme Court pro· 
claimed (through Chief Justice Taney, whose opinion was recorded as the official deci
sion) that Congress had no power to outlaw slavery and that the institution was theoreti
cally legal in the U.S. territories (where no law had been enacted against it). At this time 
the Court also proclaimed that the U.S. Constitution did not protect free blacks. As for the 
Thirteenth Amendment, some abolitionists thought that it simply reiterated the proper 
reading of the Constitution, whereas others believed that it was necessary to outlaw an in
stitution protected so long by the Constitution. It also needs to be mentioned that the 
states constituting the Southern Confederacy had declared their secession from the 
Union, but the assent of slave-holding states required for constitutional amendments was 
orchestrated through reconstituted state legislatures "packed" with friendly Republicans. 
My understanding of the constitutional events connected with the American Civil War 
comes principally from Harold M. Hyman and William M. Wiecek, Equal justice under 
LaW: Constitutional Development, 1835-1875 (New York: Harper & Row, 1982). See 
esp. 132 ff. See also Harold M. Hyman, A More Perfect Union: The Impact of the Civil War 
and Reconstruction on the Constitution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1973 )-

5. Habermas, "Life-forms," 204. 



first have to say when we should not. In his view, the British should not 
have intervened in the Hindu "burial rite" on the one condition that the 
Hindu form of life was "really self-maintaining ... not yet in inevitable 
dissolution and assimilation to a different way of life." Having offered a 
case against which the claims of the American South can be assessed, he 
concludes that unlike the situation in India, "Southern society never rep
resented a form of life which was freely chosen." The South was "not a 
self-reproducing indigenous form of life, but an artificially produced 
one--an agrarian zone within a capitalist system of which the plantation 
South and the industrial North were equally part." The North and South 
together constituted a "common system" whose maintenance required 
that the legal order be less implemented in the South than in the North. 
Therefore, despite the "clinical intuitions" of the South that it was an his
torical form of life unde!" threat of extinction, "from a normative point of 
view there were no real grounds for maintaining the Southern form of 
lifi •16 e. 

According to Habermas, the South's claim to be free of an interven
tionist North was dependent on whether it constituted a self-maintain
ing form of life that, counterfactually, could be said to have been "freely 
chosen." The term "freely chosen" is employed as a "naive-philosophi
cal, normative redescription of naturwiichsig." "No unforced consensus 
could-counter-factually-have ever sustained [the South)."7 The argu
ment is made in reference to the textbook case of sat~ so that the Hindu 
arrangements are viewed by Habermas as "freely chosen" or naturwiicb
sig, that is, based on a moment of "unforced consensus." One might at
tempt to disallow the sati example by arguing that with the arrival of the 
British, traditional Hindu society was already on the way to assimilation. 
However, the definition Habermas gives of "self-maintaining" does not 
require total lack of contact with the "outside": a "self-maintaining" 
form of life is one that is "not yet in inevitable dissolution and assimila
tion to a different way of life." But, in any event, he can argue that even 
if Hindu culture was on the way to assimilation once the British arrived, 
the idea of imminent assimilation presupposes the moment of unassimi
lation needed for his analysis. Despite contemporary concerns about ex
cessive decontextualization, I see no persuasive grounds on which to 
disallow such thought experiments. In this instance Habermas's decon-

6. Ibid. 
7. Ibid. 
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textualization provides an opportunity to examine one of his few refer
ences to gender. 

Habennas does not view sati as a matter of individual decision, and 
we would miss the point of his remarks if we were to interpret them as 
posing the question of sati in terms of intentionality, voluntary decision, 
suicide, and so on.8 To determine what he means by "freely chosen" as it 
applies to sati, I turn to his theory of meaning and to his discourse 
ethics. 

Habennas's theory of communicative action begins from the view that 
meaning is generated by discourse participants through relations of in
tersubjectivity and through a process in which culture and rationality 
are intertwined. However, whereas genealogical and deconstructionist 
analyses address this intertwining, Habermas's theory takes as its object 
the communicatively structured lifeworld through which a supposedly 
immanent rationality is expressed. According to Habennas, the commu
nicative structure of the lifeworld is constituted by human competences 
and can be reconstructed independently of the culturally and histori
cally specific understandings on which discourse participants must also 
draw. Given its base in rational reconstruction, the theory of communi
cative action thus acknowledges but does not and cannot address histor
ical, cultural understandings. Those understandings, as the "content" of 
rationally motivated agreements, have to be examined through empiri
cal-analytical theory. As I discuss in Chapter 6, Habennas has held stead
fastly to the view, against much objection, but also not entirely without 
justification, that human competences are a fundamentally different kind 
of object for reconstructive theory than historical and cultural under
standings are for empirical-analytical theory. The basic difference, he ar
gues, is what we can conclude from a failure of the data to confirm the 
theory. In the event of data that contradict an empirical-analytical the
ory, we have the option of saying that whatever we set out to investi
gate-a certain attitude or belief, for example--does not exist; by con
trast, the objects of reconstructive theory, human competences, are 

8. For a discussion of saN, female subjectivity and modes of representing satl, see 
Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, Real and Imagined Women.: Gender, Culture, and Postcolonial· 
ism (New York: Routledge, 1993 ), 15-63. See also Lata Mani, "Production of an Official 
Discourse on SaN in Early Nineteenth Century Bengal," Economic and Political Weekly, 
26 April1986, "Review of Women Studies," 32-40, and her "Contentious Traditions: The 
Debate on SATI in Colonial India," Cultural Critique 7 (Fall 1987): 119-56. Cf. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak? Speculations on Widow-Sacrifice," Wedge 
7/8 (Winter/Spring 1985): 120-30. 
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given, so that in the event of data that contradict the theory, only the 
theory can be falsified, not the object itself. We cannot say that we do 
not have a capacity for reasoning, only that a particular account of our 
reasoning capacity is inadequate.9 

Once Habermas isolates rationality from the social, cultural practices 
in which it is expressed, he cannot also include, as an integral part of his 
rationality problematic, an account of the historical, cultural under· 
standings on which discourse participants draw to produce rationally 
motivated agreements. One would have to take up empirical-analytical 
theory to gain access to the historical understandings of a given life· 
world, to identify the participants' values and lifeworld circumstances, 
and to assess whether their actions are compatible with their values and 
assumptions. In that case, the "freely chosen" of the sati example would 
refer to the lifeworld perspective of the discourse participants who in· 
habited the Hindu way of life. While it is impossible, as Habermas sug· 
gests, for "us" to observe a practice such as sati without judging it as 
something that ''we" would condemn, in that very judgment we ac· 
knowledge cultural differences: the meaning that the practice has for 
"us" is not the meaning that it has for participants of the Hindu culture. 
Habermas seems to be saying that the case of sati is the ultimate test for 
anyone who takes history and context seriously: however disturbing 
"we" find the cultural practices of another form of life, we ought not to 
judge those practices by our own cultural standards. 

From genealogical and deconstructionist perspectives, the exclusion 
of culture and history from an understanding of rationality, as I argued in 
Chapter I, gives cause for concern. But Habermas can also be viewed as 
attempting to construct a theory that, while focusing on rationality, 
gives due consideration to historicist concerns about the importance of 
differing value systems and cultural traditions for determining what con
stitutes a rationally motivated agreement in any given context. H we ac
cept the split he makes between culture and rationality-and bracket 
the question of whether he can successfully meet genealogical and de
constructionist challenges, the fact that he does not direct attention to 
the cultural level cannot in itself be a matter for finding fault with Haber
mas-no one person can do everything. Nor does the lack of attention 

9. See)iirgen Habennas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" in Communication and the 
Evolution of Society, trans. Thomas McCarthy(Boston: Beacon Press, 1979), 15ft'. Cf. his 
"Discourse Ethics, Law and Sittlicbkeit," in Autonomy and Solidarity, 258-59. 
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he gives to cultural matters necessarily mean that he thinks these unim
portant. He can even declare that for discourse participants, culture can 
be the crucial factor in generating specific acts of meaning. His univer
salist theory, which seems so comprehensive, might actually be viewed 
as a relatively modest proposal to examine certain questions that still 
seem susceptible to philosophical analysis in an era of profound resis
tance to all forms of foundationalism. 10 Similarly, although Habermas's 
theory of rationality gives little attention to gender, he does not deny 
that gender is potentially crucial for cultural determinations of meaning. 
But even if we accept the rationality/culture distinction, can we say that 
he is right to assign gender to the cultural level? Before commenting on 
that question, I want to discuss his discourse ethics, which makes a par
allel distinction between morality and ethical life. 

Habermas's discourse ethics is an attempt to reconstruct and explain 
intuitions associated with the "moral point of view," especially the idea 
that it is possible to justify normative choices in a rational manner. As 
discussed in an earlier chapter, he redefines the moral principle in terms 
of the principle of universalization (U), which he identifies as a rule of 
argumentation and as a core part of the logic of practical discourse. (U) 
states that a norm is considered valid if all those affected, in considering 
everyone's interest, can agree to the consequences and side effects for 
each individual that are anticipated to result from the norm's general ob
servance. If normative choices have a rational basis, as he claims, there 
has to be some way of distinguishing moral understandings from other 
sorts of understandings that, on Habermas's definition, do not fit into the 
category of the "strictly normative." That is, he needs some way of refer
ring to understandings that are traceable to feelings or to values that, 
against a given background consensus, are reason enough in themselves 
for taking action. These understandings deal with ethical relations, but 
are justified by the participants of a form of life in terms of values and 
feelings, not reason as such. To solve the problem of how to acknowl
edge the legitimacy of these feeling- and value-based understandings, 
while still defending the view that strictly normative understandings 
have a rational basis, Habermas distinguishes between two spheres, mo
rality and ethical life, and between two types of questions, moral and 

10. On what is left over for philosophy, see]iirgen Habermas, "Philosophy as Stand-In 
and Interpreter," in Kenneth Baynes, James Bohman, and Thomas McCarthy, eds., After 
Philosophy: End or Transformation? (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987), 296-315. 
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evaluative. Moral questions comprise "norms and values that can be sub
jected to the demands of strict moral justification"; they can "in prin
ciple be decided rationally, i.e., in terms ofjusttce or the generalizability 
of interests." Evaluative questions, which include those related to gen
der, refer to the "particular value orientations integrated to form indi
vidual and collective modes of life"; these are not strictly normative be
cause they are "accessible to rational discussion only within the 
unproblematic horizon of a concrete historical form of life. "11 

Even feminists sympathetic to Habermas's proposal for a discourse 
ethics find it difficult to support his distinction between morality and 
ethical life. As discussed in Chapter 3, Benhabib argues that the morality/ 
ethical life distinction is untenable because it restricts the sphere of mo
rality to a narrow field of questions and seems to deny in advance the 
moral status of many feminist claims. What also strikes me as significant 
is the fact that while gender is rarely discussed in Habermas's theory, it 
is introduced at crucial points in the analysis. In his "textbook" example 
of a self-maintaining form of life he offers the example of sati, and as dis
cussed in Chapter 4, he demonstrates the debilitating effects of exces
sive juridification on the lifeworld with reference to family and school. 
In each case Habermas picks a gender-structured example, even though, 
ostensibly, broader issues are in question, and in each case the example 
he gives involves relations of power and, specifically, male domination. 
Moreover, in both discussions--the one about juridification and the 
other about a self-maintaining form of life-gender is foregrounded to 
show an important point, only to recede into the background, as the 
more general (and supposedly ungendered) features of Habermas's the
ory reassert themselves--in the one case the lifeworld/system distinc
tion and in the other the culture/morality distinction. This indicates to 
me that while Habermas assigns gender to culture, there is something 
about that assignment that does not quite fit. I suggest that on the face of 
it, gender might just as easily be assigned to the rationality level. At least 
Habermas's decision to view gender as a cultural matter, to be addressed 
by the participants themselves, does not obviously follow from his analy
sis of meaning and interpretation in the social sciences. As I discussed in 
Chapters 2 and 3, for Habermas there is no form of life that is not at least 

11. Habermas, Moral Consciousness, 108. a. discussion in Habermas, "Reconciliation 
through the Public Use of Reason: Remarks on john Rawls's Political Liberalism," The 
journal of Philosophy 92:3 (1995): 109-31. 



GENDER AND CoMMUNICAnoN 113 

iJPplicitly oriented to validity claims, so that within his theory it be
comes possible to assess lifeworlds to the extent that they provide for ef
feCtive intervention into the physical world (cognitive-instrumental ra
tionality) and to the extent that they foster principled relations between 
communicative actors (communicative rationality). So why does sati 
not count as a matter to be assessed in terms of moral-practical ratio
nality? 

Habermas presents us with a dilemma in his relegation of sati to the 
cultural level because gender relations are relations between persons 
and involve a moral-practical rationality that, within his theory, is shared 
(at least implicitly) by all forms of life. If gender involves moral intu
itions and not simply "clinical" intuitions about the value of a form of 
life, the theorist would not be required to forgo judgment on the Hindu 
practice, at least as it relates to just relations between persons. But, more 
important, in the circumstances, and as discussed in Chapter 2, the theo
rist would be obligated (in principle) to take seriously the claim to 
rightness of those relations that is (implicitly) raised by practitioners of 
the Hindu way of life. Understanding sati from the point of view of cul
tural meaning, we might say that the meaning the practice has for 
"them" is not the one it has for "us." However, understanding sati from 
the point of view of moral-practical rationality is to say that insofar as the 
practice raises universal claims to the moral rightness of the relations 
between persons, it falls short. That is the point of Habermas's argument 
against Winch, in which he argues that the meaning-conferring aspects 
of the activities of witches have to be separated from the claim to truth 
that is implicitly raised by their attempted intervention into the world. 
Similarly, the meaning-conferring aspects of the practice of sati would 
have to be separated from the implicitly raised claim to rightness of the 
relations between persons that is secured by the practice. According to 
Habermas's two-track model of society, sati might be a cultural matter 
to be decided by the participants themselves, but it might also be a ratio
nality matter involving just relations between persons, on which "we" 
can pass judgment on the basis of a universal core of moral intuitions 
that "we" and "they" share. In later chapters I attempt to show why his 
two-track model does not hold up under critical examination, but here 
the question is why, given the assumptions of that model, Habermas rel
egates gender to the cultural level of society, whereby the theorist has 
no choice but to acknowledge the (social) validity of actions taken in 
the context of values he does not share, rather than also to the rational-
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ity level, whereby the theorist can engage (imaginatively) with the Parti
cipants of the Hindu culture in the context of an understanding of ratio
nality that "they" implicitly share with "us." 

So far I have been interpreting the sati example within the context of 
Habermas's distinction between morality and ethical life. I have sug
gested that he classifies sati as belonging to cultural or evaluative mat
ters, which do not lend themselves to being "rationally" decided, even 
though he might just as easily, and perhaps with more justification, have 
viewed sati as a rationality matter. However, the gender dimensions of 
the example are not exhausted by my argument that Habermas could 
have interpreted the sati case as a rationality matter. Why is it that the 
example he gives of a "self-maintaining" form of life happens to be gen
der-structured, and why does he give this particular example? 

At the beginning of this chapter I noted that Habermas refers to a pre
modem form of life to explain ethical relations in modernity. The value 
of the sati example and why it represents a textbook case of a "self
maintaining" form of life seems to lie precisely in the view that, in the 
Hindu way of life, there is "not yet" a division into morality and ethical 
life. That division takes place in modernity and with the "uncoupling" of 
lifeworld and system, but such uncoupling is conceived against a back
ground of a premodernity in which lifeworld and system are "not yet" 
uncoupled, not yet marked by conflict, not yet capable of self-determina
tion, and not yet in history. As the textbook case of a self-maintaining 
form of life, the Hindu "burial rite" represents the site where there is no 
separation between ethical life and morality, and where the universal 
core of moral intuitions does not conflict with the way these intuitions 
are "spelt out." To get this result, however, one must conceive of the 
Hindu way of life as free of fundamental conflict, privileged in its inno
cence, and somehow otherworldly. I counter that Habermas's uncritical 
use of the image of a self-maintaining way of life admits into his theory 
gendered assumptions that subvert his theory's basically egalitarian 
aims. 

The image of a cultural totality that is self-maintaining-unspoiled
has to be regarded as a structural part of Habermas's argument. He 
shares this romanticism with Marx and Rousseau, but it is a romanticism 
that is inclusive of a gender-based fiction-the union of the sexes. The 
fiction belongs to modernity and invokes the idea of a "natural" comple
mentarity. In all its various manifestations, the myth of sexual union be· 
gins from the idea of a heterosexual couple, whose members are incom-
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ptete as individuals, but together constitute a whole being. The "couple" 
iS physically and emotionally bonded through contrasting sexual func
tions, but also contrasting mental and intellectual faculties, moral predis
positions, and so on. Rousseau wrote: "The social relationship of the 
sexes is an admirable thing. This partnership produces a moral person of 
which the woman is the eye and the man is the arm, but they have such 
a dependence on one another that the woman learns from the man what 
must be seen and the man learns from the woman what must be done."12 

1bat image has served to hide from women, as well as from men, the 
strUctural inequality of the relations between the sexes, and it is more 
than a little troubling that it has found its way into Habermas's "ideal
typical" form of life, especially at a time of increasing concern among 
women and men about the gender myths of modernity. The problem of 
the sati example is not dissimilar to the difficulty in Habermas's coloni
zation thesis. Despite the different contexts, he looks to the normative 
appeal of a situation deeply implicated in gender inequality, even though 
he professes a commitment to the basic equality of the sexes. 

By subscribing to the idea of a self-maintaining form of life, Habermas 
inadvertently admits the modernist myth of sexual union into his text. 
But once admitted, that myth determines his analysis in ways he did not 
intend. For example, it is not simply coincidental that the social-sexual 
relations of the family, rather than work or language, is the dominant fea
ture in his textbook example of an intact form of life, as one can deter
mine by working out the logic of the example. The English, as rq>resen
tatives of modernity, confronting the premodern world of India, would 
have required some distinguishing mark of the "humanness" of the Hin
dus. That mark would have had to be at the level of culture or "clinical 
intuitions" because the English could not have intuitively confronted 
the Hindus as sharing in the "universal core of moral intuition in all 
times and in all societies," unless they also somehow participated in the 
"clinical intuitions" that they confronted. For the English, the "human
ness" of the Hindus was to be found in family relations and, notwith
standing their deep concern about the Hindu "burial rite," what was 
"human" about the family institution was the social-sexual relationship 
it represented. The "burial rite" is so obviously concerned with gender 
relations that this conclusion is hard to avoid. But to understand how 

12. Jean·Jacques Rousseau, Emile, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979 ), 
377. 
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the social-sexual relation functions in Habermas's theory, we have to 
look at his theory's anthropological features. To examine those features, 
we can examine an article (published in 1976) in which Habermas out
lines his proposal for reconstructing historical materialism. 13 

In his article on historical materialism, which I want to discuss at 
some length, Habermas critically examines the Marxian concept of so
cial labor and contends that to understand the human form of reproduc
ing life, we have to supplement the concept of social labor with the fa
milial principle of organization, understood as the institutionalization of 
the "father role." I discuss why he takes this position and what function 
he gives the family in his reconstruction of historical materialism. 

Habermas begins his discussion of the concept of social labor by refer
ring to the famous passage of the German Ideology in which Marx and 
Engels maintain that "man ... begins to distinguish himself from the ani
mal the moment he begins to produce his means of subsistence, a step 
required by his physical organization. By producing food, man indirectly 
produces his material life itself." By social labor Marx and Engels mean 
not only labor processes but also cooperation between individuals and 
groups, and Habermas suggests that we can understand the concept of 
social labor in terms of two types of rules, those which apply to instru
mental and strategic action and those which apply to communicative ac
tion. He explains that instrumental action refers to "goal-directed" proc
esses for transforming physical material into products of labor and that 
strategic action involves cooperative strategies for collectively coordi
nating individual effort within the labor process. However, he sees com
municative action as another type of cooperation and identifies it with 
rules for distributing the products of labor. For the distribution of labor 
products, what is crucial is the "systematic connection of reciprocal ex
pectations or interests." According to Habermas, the distribution proc-

13. Jiirgen Habermas, "Toward a Reconstruction of Historical Materialism," in Com· 
muntcation and the Evolution of Society, 130-77. (The article was originally published 
in 1976.) See discussion in Tom Rockmore, Habermas on Historical Materialism 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989 ), and Rick Roderick, Habermas and tbe 
Foundations of Critical Theory (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1986 ). a. Marie Fleming, 
"Technology and the Problem of Democratic Control: The Contribution of Jiirgen Haber
mas," in Richard B. Day, Ronald Beiner, and Joseph Masciulli, eds., Democratic Theory 
and Technological Society (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 1988), 90-109; also Fleming, 
"Habermas, Marx, and the Question of Ethics," in Axel Honneth and Albrecht Wellmer, 
eds., Die Franlifurter Scbule und die Folgen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1986), 139-50. 
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CSS "requires rules of interaction that can be set intersubjectively at the 
levd of linguistic understanding, detached from the individual case, and 

10ade permanent as recognized norms or rules of communicative 
actWn."l" 

As Habermas points out, the Marxian concept of social labor is critical 
of the fundamental assumptions of the philosophy of the subject. It is 
"directed equally against theoretical and practical idealism, which assert 
the primacy of the spirit over nature and that of the idea over the inter
est," and "declares war on the methodological individualism of the bour
geois social sciences and on the practical individualism of English and 
French moral philosophy." However, apart from the Marxian tendency 
to tum idealism on its head-which is all to the good, as far as Habermas 
is concerned-the concept of social labor involves the claim that it is by 
socially organized labor that human and animal life can be distinguished. 
To test that claim, according to Habermas, we need to specify the 
"human mode of life" more precisely, and he refers to the "new knowl
edge" gained by anthropologists about "the long (more than four mil
lion years) phase ... of hominization" in which primates developed into 
humans (133). 

Habermas initially phrases the question of how to distinguish human 
and animal life in terms of three types of evolutionary processes. In the 
primate stage there is an "exclusively natural" evolution (the species are 
still evolving), whereas the hominid stage is characterized by a "mixed" 
type of evolution involving natural selection, in which the most impor
tant vari~le is brain development, but also the "active, adaptive accom
plishments of hunting bands of hominids." Similarly, whereas hominid 
life is characterized by a "mixed organic-cultural" type of evolution, 
with the appearance of "homo sapiens" there comes into existence an 
"exclusively social" evolution. "No new species arose. Instead, the exog
amy that was the basis for the societization of homo sapiens resulted in 
a broad, intraspecific dispersion and mixture of the genetic inheritance" 
( 133-34). The application of an evolutionary model to changes of a so
ciocultural nature has been disputed on empirical and conceptual 
grounds, in the anthropological literature, and more generally in the so
cial sciences and the humanities. As I discuss below, the question of how 
to justify thinking in terms of a model of social evolution and what we 
might possibly mean by sociocultural progress are central concerns of 

14. Habermas, "Historical Materialism," 131-32. 
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Habermas's theory. But here I want to examine his attempt to test the 
Marxian claim that the concept of social labor distinguishes human from 
animal life. 

If social labor (as specified by Habermas) refers to the specifically 
human form of reproducing life, we should not be able to find within 
hominization any evidence of the rules of instrumental and strategic ac
tion, nor of the rules of communicative action. But once we examine 
hominization, according to Habermas, we find that those rules apply to 
hominid as well as to human life. Adult male hominids "(a) made use of 
weapons and tools (technology), (b) cooperated through a division of 
labor (cooperative organization), and (c) distributed the prey within 
the collective (rules of distribution)." Hominid society, he concludes, 
fulfilled conditions for an "economic form of reproducing life," because 
hominids produced the means of production, and because hominid 
labor, as well as the distribution of the products of that labor, was so
cially organized. In contrast to primate societies, "the strategic forms of 
cooperation and the rules of distribution were new," and these innova
tions were "directly connected with the establishment of the first mode 
of production, the cooperative hunt" ( 134-35). But if the concept of 
social labor cannot help us understand the difference between human 
and animal life, the question is how, then, the human form of reproduc
ing life can be distinguished. Before taking up Habermas's response to 
that question, I want to remark on his discussion of social labor in homi
nid society. 

Habermas argues that hominid society fulfilled the conditions for an 
economic reproduction of life and that the cooperative hunt has to be 
viewed as the first mode of production. This argument refers to the eco
nomic activities of the adult male hominids and requires a prior exclu
sion, from the concept of social labor, of the economic activities of adult 
females (and children). He reports that the "division oflabor in the hom
inid groups presumably led to a development of two subsystems." The 
"adult males [came] together in egalitarian hunting bands and occupied, 
on the whole, a dominant position," whereas the "females ... gathered 
fruit and lived together with their young, for whom they cared" (ibid.). 
At some point in the organic-cultural evolution of hominid society male 
and female labor had not yet been differentiated, but Habermas's text 
contains no mention of events that might have led to such differentia
tion, nor does it explain why females did not (or could not) participate 
in the cooperative hunt that supposedly constituted the first mode of 
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production. Given the strict definition Habermas has of natural evolu
tion-related to brain development, for example-he apparently views 
the development of the male and female subsystems as sociocultural 
progress of some sort. However, from a feminist perspective, it is far 
from clear what is so socioculturally progressive about the development 
of two subsystems in which social labor and egalitarianism are identified 
with the subsystem from which females are excluded. Presumably, fruit
gathering does not meet the Marxian definition of social labor-for ex
ample, hominid fruit-gatherers did not have to produce the means of 
production. But putting to one side the definition of social labor, it is dif
ficult to see why fruit-gathering became a specifically female activity. To 
continue the speculation introduced by Habermas, fruit-gathering and 
childcare are not likely to have animated the imaginations of all female 
hominids. 

The sexual division of labor gets only descriptive meaning in Haber
mas's analysis. One might argue that insofar as it applies to a hominid so
ciety still caught up in natural evolution, the sexual division of labor can
not be a critical concept because critical (normative) theorizing is 
applicable only to human society. This might partially have exonerated 
Habermas, were it not for the fact that the sexual division of labor is also 
a feature ofhis analysis of"human" society. Having argued that the Marx
ian concept of social labor applies to both hominid and human society 
because each has an economic form of reproducing life, Habermas main
tains that the human reproduction of life has to be distinguished from 
the hominid one by the institutionalization of the "father role" in a fam
ily system. "We can speak of the reproduction of human life, with homo 
sapiens, only when the economy of the hunt is supplemented by a famil
ial [male-headed] social structure." He explains that with the "familiali
zation of the male," a kinship system based on exogamy was introduced, 
and "the male society of the hunting band became independent of the 
plant-gathering females and the young, both of whom remained behind 
during hunting expeditions" ( 135-36). 

Habermas admits that we can only speculate about the complex and 
lengthy changes--over several million years-that eventually led to the 
development of the (patriarchal) family system. However, he suggests 
that some time following the differentiation of male and female subsys
tems, hominid society evolved to the point where it presumably experi
enced a "new need for integration, namely, the need for a controlled ex
change between the two subsystems" (135). What exactly is the nature 
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of this new need and why is it fulfilled by the institutionalization of the 
father role? Given the differentiation of the two subsystems, and leaving 
aside the question of why they have to be construed as male and female, 
there is a rather obvious need for coordination of the economic activi
ties associated with hunting in the one subsystem and plant-gathering in 
the other. But, in strictly economic terms, coordination could have 
taken place in any number of ways. There is no reason why a "father 
role" had to be introduced. Something else is at issue, and from Haber
mas's text it is apparent that while the family system did allow for the co
ordination of "male hunting" and "female gathering," he views that role 
as having no more than secondary importance for a theory of social evo
lution. 

The new need for integration is met through a coordination of the ac
tivities of both subsystems, but the need itself arises in the mode of pro
duction of the cooperative hunt. It is Habermas's view that the gradually 
developing egalitarianism within the cooperative hunt became incom
patible with the one-dimensional rank order of the primates, in which 
"every individual could occupy one and only one-that is, in all func
tional domains the same-status" and retain it by virtue of his capacity 
to threaten. In response to system difficulties in the hunting band, and in 
a process lasting millions of years, the animal status system was suppos
edly replaced by a system of social roles that was more suited to the 
emerging egalitarian relations within the cooperative hunt. A social role 
system is better suited to egalitarian relations because it is "based on the 
intersubjective recognition ofnormed expectations of behavior" and in
volves a "moralization of motives for action ... Alter can count on ego 
fulfilling his (alter's) expectations because ego is counting on alter ful
filling his (ego's) expectations." To participate in a social role system re
quires interactive competence: individuals must be able to "exchange 
the perspective of the participant for that of the observer" and learn 
how "to adopt, in regard to themselves and others, the perspective of an 
observer, from which they view the system of their expectations and ac
tions from the outside, as it were." They must also expand their "tempo
ral horizon ... beyond the immediately actual consequences of action 
... [so that] spatially, temporally, and materially differentiated expecta
tions of behavior ... [can] be linked with one another in a single social 
role." Social roles also have to be connected with "mechanisms of sanc
tion ... to control the action motives of participants" (135-37). 

Hominization never succeeded in developing such a social role sys-
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tem, though, in Habermas's view, it was evolving in that direction. He 
believes that even the hominid "language of gestures and ... system of 
signal calls" was a development toward the validity-basis of speech that 
was so important for the eventual establishment of the social role sys
tem. For example, he suggests that "cooperative big-game hunting re
quires reaching understanding about experiences," and for that reason 
we have to assume a protolanguage that "at least paved the way for the 
systematic connection of cognitive accomplishments, affective expres
sions, and interpersonal relations that was so important for hominiza
tion" ( 134 ). 

The establishment of a system of social roles that was the eventual re
sponse to the new need for integration in the male subsystem of the 
hunting band required not only a reorganization of relations within the 
hunting band but also a fundamental reorganization of sexual relations. 
Given Habermas's view that the familial principle of organization marks 
the difference between human and hominid life, his reasoning can be re
constructed as follows. As male and female subsystems were becoming 
differentiated in hominid society, a basis was being laid for the (even
tual) institutionalization of the father role that would complete the 
changes needed to fulfill the new need for integration, a need that was of 
such evolutionary importance that, once fulfilled, it meant the end of 
hominization and the beginning of "human" society. However, while 
subsystem differentiation is a structural requirement, the institutional
ization of the father role could not take place in the context of the status
dependent sexual relations that hominids shared with the primates. 

Among chimpanzees and baboons this status system controlled 
the rather aggressive relations between adult males, sexual rela
tions between male and female, and social relations between the 
old and the young. A familylike relationship existed only between 
the mother and her young, and between siblings. Incest between 
mothers and growing sons was not permitted; there was no cor
responding incest barrier between fathers and daughters, be
cause the father role did not exist. Even hominid societies con
verted to the basis of social labor did not yet know a family 
structure. ( 135) 

Habermas explains that the primate/hominid pattern of status-depen
dent sexual relations was becoming even more obsolete, "the more the 
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status order of the primates was further undermined by forces pushing 
in the direction of egalitarian relations within the hunting band" ( 135). 

In the circumstances of the two subsystems and in the context of evo
lutionary pressures, the new need for integration was fulfilled with the 
transformation of the primate/hominid pattern of status-dependent sex
ual relations to a "family system based on marriage and regulated de
scent." "Only a family system based on marriage and regulated descent 
permitted the adult male member to link-via the father role-a status 
in the male system of the hunting band with a status in the female and 
child system." The family system made it possible for the same individ
ual to unify "various status positions": an individual could, for example, 
be a member of the cooperative hunt and a father. It also became possi
ble for different individuals to have access to the same status: all mem
bers of the cooperative hunt could be fathers. Only then, according to 
Habermas, was it possible to have a "socially regulated exchange be
tween functionally specified subsystems," the one subsystem for social 
labor and the other for "nurture of the young" ( 135-36). 

So far, I have indicated the structural changes leading to the institu
tionalization of the father role. There is still the question of why the 
adult male needs controlled access to the female and child system and 
why one subsystem has to be reserved for the "nurture of the young." 
The young would, of course, have been cared for in hominid society; 
their physical and emotional needs would have been filled in the female 
and child relation. What Habermas has in mind cannot be simply physi
cal and emotional care of the young. Rather, the nurture of the young is 
directly linked to the new need for integration that arises in the male 
subsystem. The social role system that eventually comes to integrate so
cial labor in a human society is linguistically and culturally organized, re
quires highly competent individuals, and is crucially dependent on the 
transmission of competences from one generation to the next; an animal 
status system, by contrast, is directly related to personality and to the 
power to threaten of the individual occupying any given status. From an 
evolutionary point of view, the males in the hunting band, on the thresh
old of becoming "human," would have had to gain controlled access to 
the female and child system, in order to secure, through the socializa
tion of the young, the linguistic and cultural bases of their social role sys
tem and the individual competences needed for the integration of social 
labor. Habermas is unequivocal that the "familial social structure" is fun
damental to the integration and functioning of male and female subsys-
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terns. He also claims that compared to production and social labor, so
cialization and childcare are "equally" important for the reproduction of 
a human species dependent for its integration on the interactive compe
tences of a social role system ( 138). 

The family system ensures the emergence and survival of a "human" 
society, but even more important to Habermas's reconstruction of his
torical materialism is the argument that with the transition to a social 
role system and the establishment of the familial principle of organiza
tion, the structures of social labor enter into a new, that is "human," 
stage of development. For Habermas, this new stage of development is 
apparently the key to understanding social evolution and historical 
progress. I began my discussion of his reconstruction of historical mate
rialism by indicating that his overall aim is to provide a basis for continu
ing to think in terms of social evolution. I now want to show why his 
supplementation of the concept of social labor with the familial prin
ciple of organization is essential to that aim. 

As formulated by Habermas, the basic thesis of historical materialism 
is that each new mode of production allows for the growth of the techni
cally useful knowledge needed for the development of the productive 
forces and provides a basis for a new form of social integration. The 
question he raises is why any society takes an "evolutionary step," and 
he argues that it is not enough to point to social movements, historical 
conflicts, and the political struggles of oppressed groups. We need to di
rect our attention to "how we are to understand that social struggles 
under certain conditions lead to a new level of social development." He 
suggests that it is possible to give an answer to that question if we as
sume that learning takes place not only in the area of technically useful 
knowledge needed for production but also in the area of the interactive 
competences needed for social integration and learned through social
ization processes connected with the family. He maintains that there are 
two types of learning, cognitive-technical and moral-practical, that each 
have "their own logic," and that each can be reconstructed as a series of 
stages ( 147-48). To support his view of developmental stages of moral
practical knowledge, he refers to the Piagetian research tradition of cog
nitive-moral psychology. At a preconventional stage "only the conse
quences of action are evaluated in cases of conflict"; at a conventional 
stage "conformity with a certain social role or with an existing system of 
norms is the standard"; and at a postconventional stage systems of 
norms "require justification from universalistic points of view" ( 156). 
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cognitive-moral psychology has been heavily criticized on empirical 
and conceptual grounds. Serious concerns have been raised as well 
about the possibly ethnocentric and androcentric prejudices built into 
the very idea of stages of learning in which groups and cultures are inev
itably figured as higher or lower on some (perhaps arbitrary) scale of 
cognitive and moral competences. The debate around these issues is 
complex and emotional, and Habermas has been criticized on several 
fronts. A general concern, even for his sympathetic readers, is that in an 
attempt to develop a theory that is universalist, Habermas might be priv
ileging Western values. Moreover, feminists, like Benhabib, who are im
pressed by Carol Gilligan's critique of Lawrence Kohlberg's stages of 
moral development, suspect that Habermas's reliance on Kohlberg is ev
idence that his moral theory is too closely connected to an androcentric 
tradition. 15 I take these concerns seriously, but I am also struck by the 
fact that the debate has been carried out in a way that does not really ad
dress Habermas's point. His argument is that research projects like those 
of Piaget and Kohlberg indicate possible ways to give concrete expres
sion to the idea that there is a "cumulative learning process" in moral
practical insight, however we might define moral-practical insight. 16 I do 
not want to excuse Habermas for drawing uncritically on developmental 
psychology, but I would argue that even though his attitude to specific 
research projects in developmental psychology is uncritical to a fault, 17 

he is not so much wedded to those projects themselves, as he is to the 
idea that it must be possible to pursue some such project of reconstruc
tion as long as we believe in some sort of historical progress. That is, if 
we continue, in one way or another, to hold on to the idea of social evo
lution, which is closely related to claims about historical progress, we 
also have to say what this might mean. 

The problem in trying to say what we might mean by historical prog
ress is that any theory of development will contain normative implica
tions. As Habermas explains, every such theory presupposes that social 
evolution can be measured and that social evolution is good. And in 
every case we run up against difficulties: any attempt to measure social 

15. See Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Devel· 
opment(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982). a. Benhabib, "Debate," 181 ff. 

16. Habennas, "Historical Materialism," 163. 
17. See, for example, Habermas's response to criticisms of his use of developmental 

models in his "Reply to My Critics," 258 ff. a. his discussion of the debates connected to 
Kohlberg's model in his Moral Consciousness, 171 ff. 
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evolution is highly problematic, and the assertion that social evolution is 
good contains a naturalistic fallacy. His strategy is to try to avoid these 
difficulties by establishing historical materialism on the "normative 
foundation of linguistic communication, upon which, as theoreticians, 
we must always (already) rely." According to Habermas, validity claims 
are "bound up with the cognitive potential of the human species," so 
that a theory of social evolution that understands historical progress as 
the "expansion of the potential of reasoned action" cannot, and does not 
have to, defend its normative implications. I leave it to later chapters to 
discuss the specifics of his proposal for basing the theory of communica
tive action on the validity-basis of speech, but already there is reason to 
be concerned about his androcentric vision of human emancipation. He 
concludes his ( 1976) article by reiterating the view that historical mate
rialism involves the recognition that there is "progress in objectivating 
knowledge and in moral-practical insight."18 But the entire argument of 
that article is constructed to show that the learning processes con
nected with moral-practical consciousness and social integration only 
become possible with the "transition to the sociocultural form of life, 
that is, with the introduction of the [male-headed) family structure."19 

Habermas's discussion of hominization, which forms the empirical basis 
for his reconstructed historical materialism, has to be assessed in the 
context of the considerable scrutiny the anthropological literature has 
received in the period since the publication of his ( 1976) article. In par
ticular, Donna Haraway, in her book, Primate Visions, has argued that 
post-World War II physical anthropology was obsessed with the idea of 
"universal man" and that this idea became an organizing principle for 
the examination of fossils and races, all of which were expected to be 
able to exhibit traces of a master plan through which "universal man" es
tablishes himself. Haraway shows that from about 1950 there was an "in
ternational and nearly simultaneous interest in the synthetic theory of 
evolution" and that influential anthropologists like Sherwood Washburn 
became convinced that hunting is the driving force behind the evolu
tion of "man." The interest in "universal man" was rooted in humanist 
values, and she suggests that Washburn was motivated by the question: 
"What evolutionary account of a human way of life could ground the 

18. Habermas, "Historical Materialism," 176-77. 
19. Ibid., 165. 
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particular post-war constructions of universal human nature that 
seemed essential both to hope for survival and to anti-racism?" As Hara
way suggests, this enthusiasm for a scientific humanism among physical 
anthropologists was tempered by the skepticism of social anthropolo
gists, who from the beginning expressed concern about neo-evolution
ary strategies for constructing the "human way of life" and especially the 
tendency to conflate the "family of man" and the "human family." As 

well, there emerged competing theories in physical anthropology that 
placed woman-the-gatherer at the origin of species-making change. She 
maintains that from the late 1970s--and from the vantage point of post
colonialism, multiculturalism, and feminism, "The fatal move in Wash
burn's approach was precisely the requirement to produce universal 
man, i.e., a finally authorizing and totalizing account of human unity." 
That requirement was fatal because it "submerged the marked category 
of gender and relegated cultural difference to the thin layer of the last 
few thousand years." Haraway suggests that behind Washburn's univer
salism lay a confluence of scientific humanism with United Nations hu
manism and United States hegemony in the post-World War II period.20 

It can safely be said that Habermas was (and still is) positively influ
enced by the United Nations humanism that developed following the 
Second World War. As is well known, he too looked to universalism in 
response to Nazi atrocities. In 1961 he recalled that at the end of the war 
he looked upon the "collectively realized inhumanity" with different, 
younger eyes. For him the clear message was that we could never again 
tolerate "the slightest hint of distinguishing Jews from non-Jews, Jewish 
from non-Jewish, even nominally."21 Habermas has been (and still is) 
supportive of important features of the cultural traditions of the United 
States, though he certainly differentiates what he views as the more pro
gressive features of American culture from its hegemonic tendencies. He 
refers favorably, for example, to U.S. understandings of citizenship, and 
he draws on those understandings to develop the view of a "constitu
tional patriotism," what he regards as a postnational patriotism based on 
a readiness to identify with democratic principles instead of a narrowly 

20. Donna Haraway, Primate Visions: Gender, Race, and Nature in tbe World of Mod
ernScience (New York: Routledge, 1989), 206ff. 

21. Jiirgen Habennas, "The German Idealism of the Jewish Philosophers ( 1961 )," in 
his Pbilosopbicai-Polttical Profiles, trans. Frederick G. Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1983), 41. Cf. his statement in a recent (1990) interview in Past as Future, 119-20. 
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defined national consciousness_zz Habermas's anti-Nazi and anti-racist 
sentiments would also have inclined him to look favorably upon the an
thropological theories of "universal man" that developed in the post
World War II period. Nonetheless, while Haraway's argument is an in
dictment of Western humanism and suggests why we should be wary of 
universalizing tendencies, it cannot repudiate universalism as such, and 
so it is not in and of itself a reason to reject Habermas's universalism. Her 
account is also unspecific about the relation between the "family of 
man" and the "human family" generally assumed by physical anthropolo
gists. It is precisely that relation that we need to understand if we are to 
say what is wrong with Habermas's view of universalism. 

Habermas's reconstruction of historical materialism can also be criti
cized from a somewhat different angle, in that he can be seen as passing 
on-in scientific terms-another version of the patriarchal story of ori
gins that can be found in earlier writers. z3 Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau 
have each, in different ways, written about a supposed transition from a 
"state of nature" to the world of the social contract, and insofar as Haber
mas's account of "human" origins fits into that tradition, it can be exam
ined from the perspective of Carole Pateman, who argues that the social 
contract has historically and logically presupposed a sexual contract 
that secures men's sex-right, or political right to women's bodies. z4 

However, it would be a mistake to follow Pateman too closely in inter
preting Habermas because he does not understand patriarchal conjugal 
right as the essence of human society. It is true that there is an important 
political dimension between the sexes that he does not theorize, and he 
has undoubtedly integrated patriarchal norms into his theory, as for ex
ample in his comment that the relation between mother and child in 
hominid society is only "familylike." However, the family structure in 
his theory is not reduceable to a fraternal pact for orderly access to fe
male bodies for the purposes of sexual intercourse. If that were the case, 

22. See Jiirgen Habermas, Die nachbolende Revolution (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1990}, 14911. 

23. Several feminists have remarked on the creation myths in influential writers in mo
dernity. Cf. Susan Moller Okin, Women in Western Political Thought (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992 ); Pateman, Sexual Contract; Gerda Lerner, The Creation 
of Patriarchy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986 }; and Juliet Mitchell, Psycho
analysis and Feminism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974). Creation myths include 
"state of nature" stories, but also Freud's tale of the brothers' pact after the original parri
cide and Levi-Strauss's reference to the "exchange of women" as the original currency. 

24. Pateman, Sexual Contract. 
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it might still be possible to remove the offending presuppositions from 
the theory. The difficulty of Habermas's theory goes much deeper. For 
Habermas, a "human" society requires a father-centered family struc
ture, and that structure is fundamentally tied into his reconstruction of 
historical materialism. 

The concept of social labor, as employed by Marx and Engels, is criti
cal as well as descriptive. It shows the limitations of classical economic 
categories for understanding economic processes and develops new 
economic categories based on the idea of labor power, surplus value, 
and so on. These new categories, developed from the perspective of 
(objectively conceived) working-class interests, allow for the inclusion 
of the working class in theories of the economy. Moreover, the Marxian 
analysis of capitalism ensures that the working class, notwithstanding its 
oppression, enjoys a privileged relation to the means of production, a re
lation that is to be the basis for human emancipation as such. To begin 
from the sexual division of labor, as Habermas does, and to reconstruct 
historical materialism in inclusionary terms, one must show why and 
how female labor has to be included in social labor and explain what it 
is about women's oppression that putting an end to it facilitates human 
liberation. Furthermore, a reconstruction of historical materialism that 
begins from the sexual division of labor would not simply apply Marxian 
categories developed from the perspective of the working class, but 
would involve a fundamental reconceptualization of social labor, in 
order to secure the inclusion offemale labor. 

It apparently never occurred to Marx and Engels to include female 
labor in sociallabor,25 despite Engel's concern about the "world histori
cal defeat of the female sex" that led him to investigate the origins of the 
family.26 Engels's account of the family has been criticized on numerous 
grounds-among other things, he obscures the problem he seeks to un
derstand by giving primacy to class and by linking the idea of women's 
oppression too closely to the development of private property. 27 How-

25. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Three Feminist Readings: McCullers, Drabble, Haber
mas," Union Seminary Quarterly Review 35 (Fall/Winter 1979-80): 30, argues that Ha
bermas has got Marx wrong. In my view, Habermas is working out the logic of the Marx
ian concept of social labor and, unintentionally, revealing its androcentric core. 

26. Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State (Har
mondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984 ), 87. 

27. a. discussion in Alison M. Jaggar, Feminist Politics and Human Nature (Totowa, 
N.J.: Rowman & Allanheld, 1983 ), 63 ff.; Heidi Hartmann, "The Unhappy Marriage of 
Marxism and Feminism: Towards a More Progressive Union," in Lydia Sargent, ed., 
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ever, whatever the limitations of his argument, it established the prob
lem of women's oppression as an important concern of historical materi
alism. With Habermas's reconstruction of historical materialism, and 
despite the fact that he begins from the sexual division of labor, the sex
ual division of labor disappears even as a problem to be addressed. Not 
only does he not develop a theory of women's oppression; he traces 
"human" society to the subordination of women in a father-centered 
family structure and offers a theory of human evolution that does not 
even raise the question of how women are to be liberated from such 
subordination. 

Habermas does not (and cannot) include "female" labor in the con
cept of social labor because he formulates social labor in a way that ex
plicitly excludes the type of labor involved in socialization. Engels might 
have been puzzled by the difficulty of accounting for women's oppres
sion under capitalism, but he (and Marx) had no special category of "fe
male" labor, so that under their view of the abolition of capitalism, the 
division of labor between the sexes would also come to an end and 
women would be released from their double oppression as workers and 
as women. By contrast, the solution to the sexual division of labor defies 
Habermas's reconstructed historical materialism because that division 
cannot be overcome, even in principle. In Habermas's theory female 
work, with its special value, cannot be eliminated and conceivably can
not be reduced, and if it is not done by females, then it has to be done by 
males. But that work can never be included in the concept of social 
labor. 

This discussion helps explain Habermas's apparent reluctance to fol
low through on the assumptions of his moral-practical rationality and to 
have the gender relations of sati assessed in terms of just relations be
tween persons. Why, I asked, does he classify sati as belonging to cul
tural or evaluative matters that do not lend themselves to being "ratio
nally" decided, even though he might just as well, and perhaps with 
more justification, given the assumptions of his moral theory, have 
viewed sati as a rationality matter? The answer is that his universalism is 
based on a concept of social labor (involving technically useful knowl
edge and moral-practical insight) that does not apply to the "female" 

Women and Revolution (Boston: South End Press, 1981), 1-41; and Catharine A. Mac· 
Kinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of the State (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1989),13ff. 
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labor of socialization. He cannot both include "female" labor in a con
cept of social labor and still claim that "female" labor is a necessary "sup
plement" to social labor. And if he were to give up the idea that "female" 
labor is "supplementary" to social labor, he would have to rethink the 
meaning of sociocultural evolution and historical progress. 



SIX 

THE LIFEWORLD 

CoNCEPT 

Habermas argued in the 1970s that to understand why a society takes an 
evolutionary step to a new mode of production, we have to see that 
there are two types of learning processes. The one type is related to the 
growth of technically useful knowledge needed for production and the 
other to the development of interactive competences and moral-practi
cal insight needed for new forms of social integration. In this reconcep
tualization of historical materialism Habermas continues to give primacy 
to the economy: a new mode of production is still rooted in the state of 
development of the productive forces. However, he maintains that mov
ing to a new mode of production is crucially dependent on the acquisi
tion of interactive competences necessary for integrating the new rela
tions of production. He gives this view a more precise definition in 1981 
when he states that societal development is "steered" by forces arising 
out of the material reproduction of the lifeworld, but draws upon "struc
tural possibilities and is subject to structural/imitations that, with the 
rationalization of the lifeworld, undergo systematic change in depen
dence upon corresponding learning processes."1 The aim of the theory 
of communicative action is to contribute to a reconceived historical ma
terialism by clarifying what is involved in the "rationalization of the life
world," that is, by elaborating the view that historical progress has to be 
understood in terms of the "expansion of the potential of reasoned 
action."2 

1. Habermas, TCA, 2:148. 
2. Jiirgen Habermas, "Toward a Reconstruction of Historical Materialism," in his Com

munication and the Evolution of Society, 177. 
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Given Habermas's conviction that the cognitive and moral compe
tences required for historical progress are socially and linguistically or
ganized and deposited in the validity-basis of speech, it is no coinci
dence that in the period in which he was arguing for a reconstruction of 
historical materialism, he was also turning his attention to the idea of 
species competences and formal-pragmatic analysis. Inspired by Noam 
Chomsky's work in reconstructive linguistics,3 he argued (in 1976) that 
we could understand the ability of interacting individuals to exchange 
roles and generate interpretations as a basic communicative compe
tence, in much the same manner that Chomsky had understood a speak
er's ability to produce meaningful expressions as evidence of a basic lin
guistic competence. And just as Chomsky had sought to disclose the 
intuitive knowledge of rules that constituted a speaker's linguistic com
petence, so Habermas proposed reconstructing the intuitive knowledge 
that interacting individuals demonstrated, not simply in the production 
of grammatically well-formed sentences, but also in their ability to use 
these sentences in successful speech acts. The view that communicative 
competence has "just as universal a core" as linguistic competence4 also 
led Habermas to reinterpret his concept of communicative action. 
Whereas he once used that concept, in the tradition of Marxian ideology 
critique, to refer to substantively interpreted contexts and in connec
tion with an appeal to reason implicit in the bourgeois ideal of reciproc
ity,5 since the 1970s communicative action has come to signify a type of 
action in which actors orient themselves to three formal world-concepts 
(objective, social, and subjective) and three validity claims (truth, right
ness, and truthfulness). 

Habermas also links his proposal for reconstructing historical materi
alism to his long-standing concern about the problem of meaning in so
cial scientific inquiry, especially as related to the interpreter's "preun
derstanding" of rationality and the claim to universality. As we have 
seen, his discussion of the social scientist's participant role in creating 

3. Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1965). 
4. Jiirgen Habennas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" in Communication and the Eva· 

Iutton of Society, 1-68. (The essay was published in German in 1976.) Habermas began 
by referring to the program as "universal pragmatics," but shifted to "formal pragmatics" 
to emphasize the theory's formal and procedural features. 

5. Jiirgen Habermas, "Technology and Science as 'Ideology,'" in his Toward a Ratio· 
nal Society: Student Protest, Science, and Politics, trans. Jeremy]. Shapiro (Boston: Bea· 
con Press, 1970), 91-102. (The essay was published in German in 1968.) 
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the meanings that are supposed to be under investigation gives rise to 
complex issues, ranging from how to understand the practice of social 
science interpretation, to the question of the objectivity of knowledge, 
to what we are to make of the possible rationalization of worldviews in 
the object domain that conceivably results from the interpreter's 
involvement there. Habermas's response is that we have to assume that 
there is an immanent rationality in speech, that we have to try to expli· 
cate and justify that assumption, and that we have to reinterpret, but not 
abandon, the idea of the objectivity of knowledge. If, as he reasons, all 
lifeworlds are connected through a universal infrastructure constituted 
by a core of unavoidable presuppositions of communication, the inter
preter is conceivably tapping into a potential for communicative ratio· 
nality in the object domain and does not have to be viewed as imposing 
on (actual or potential) discourse participants an understanding of ratio· 
nality that they did not already (at least implicitly) share. While he re· 
jects the idea of an impartial arbiter as the ideal of objectivity, he be
lieves that we can work for a new understanding of objectivity by 
thinking in terms of a "negotiated impartiality" from within the commu· 
nicative process. 

The idea of a communicatively structured lifeworld is central, then, 
both to Habermas's understanding of the problem of meaning and to his 
reconstruction of historical materialism. However, that idea would re· 
main overly hypothetical without some means of identifying the life· 
world's basic communicative features. For example, in order to say how 
the idea of a communicatively structured lifeworld provides for an un
derstanding of the learning involved in moral-practical insight, Haber· 
mas needs to explain how the communicative structures of the lifeworld 
are reproduced and what such reproduction means for a view of histori
cal progress understood in terms of the "expansion of the potential of 
reasoned action." His lifeworld concept thus needs to indicate both the 
"rational internal structure" of the lifeworld and the mode of reproduc· 
tion of that structure. 

Habermas develops his concept of the lifeworld on the basis of the in· 
tuitive knowledge of competent speakers of modem societies, and his 
argument proceeds through a synthesis of a number of diverse and com· 
plex traditions of scholarly thinking. While his initial claim is that his 
lifeworld concept reflects the understanding of the world that comes 
into existence in modernity, his aim is to show why that concept has 
universal validity. 
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Habermas introduces the idea of the lifeworld as the "correlate of proc
esses of reaching understanding." Communicative action always takes 
place in the "horizon of a lifeworld," which is "formed from more or less 
diffuse, always unproblematic background convictions." The three for
mal world-concepts (objective, social, and subjective) of communica
tive action and the corresponding validity claims (truth, rightness, and 
truthfulness) "provide the formal scaffolding with which those acting 
communicatively order problematic contexts of situations ... in their 
lifeworld, which is presupposed as unproblematic. "6 In a more detailed 
formulation, 7 he once again thinks of the three formal world-concepts, 
along with the criticizable validity claims, as forming the "frame or ca
tegorial scaffolding that serves to order problematic situations ... in a 
lifeworld that is already substantively interpreted." The formal world
concepts make it possible for communicative actors to "qualify the pos
sible referents of their speech acts so that they can relate to something 
objective, normative, or subjective." The lifeworld, by contrast, forms 
the ever-present "background" of communicative action; it is a "reser
voir of taken-for-granteds, of unshaken convictions" that communicative 
actors draw on in their efforts to reach understanding. Though always 
"moving within the horizon of their lifeworld," participants in commu
nicative action cannot refer to "something in the lifeworld" as they 
might to something (facts, norms, experiences) in the objective, social, 
and subjective worlds. Rather, the lifeworld is the "transcendental site 
where speaker and hearer meet, where they can reciprocally raise 
claims that their utterances fit the world (objective, social, or subjec
tive) and where they can criticize and confirm those validity claims, set
tle their disagreements, and arrive at agreements" ( 124-26). 

For the "experiencing subject," Habermas explains, the lifeworld is 
given as "unquestionable." Nor is the lifeworld accessible at all except 
segmentally. It is "only in the light of an actual situation that the relevant 
segment of the lifeworld acquires the status of a contingent reality that 
could also be interpreted in another way." It "forms the indirect context 
of what is said, discussed, addressed in a situation ... [it] is the intuitively 
present, in this sense familiar and transparent, and at the same time vast 
and incalculable web of presuppositions that have to be satisfied if an ac
tual utterance is to be at all meaningful, that is, valid or invalid." Not only 

6. Habermas, TCA, 1:70. 
7. Ibid., 2:113 ff. 
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do we have to understand the unproblematic character of the lifeworld 
ill a radical sense: "Qua lifeworld ... it can at most fall apart." But a simi
lar view has to be taken of the "commonality" of the lifeworld: "It is 
prior to any possible disagreement and cannot become controversial in 
the way that intersubjectively shared knowledge can; at most it can fall 
apart." The lifeworld is also "immunized" against "total revision." It 
"forms the setting in which situational horizons shift, expand, or con
tract. It forms a context that, itself boundless, draws boundaries." It "cir
cumscribes action situations in the manner of a preunderstood context 
that, however, is not addressed ... (and] remains indeterminate." "For 
members, the lifeworld is a context that cannot be gotten behind and 
cannot in principle be exhausted" ( 130-33). 

Habermas establishes a relation between the lifeworld understood as 
"background" convictions and the three formal world-concepts of com
municative action by suggesting that we think of the lifeworld as "repre
sented by a culturally transmitted and linguistically organized stock of 
interpretive patterns." This is possible, he claims, if we assume that there 
is an "internal connection between structures of lifeworlds and struc
tures of linguistic worldviews." The justification for this is that language 
and culture, like the lifeworld, have a "certain transcendental status"; 
they cannot be identified with one of the formal world-concepts, nor 
can they be regarded as something in the objective, social, or subjective 
worlds. "Communicative actors can no more take up an extramundane 
position in relation to their lifeworld than they can in relation to lan
guage as the medium for the processes of reaching understanding 
through which their lifeworld maintains itself. In drawing upon a cul
tural tradition, they also continue it" ( 124-25 ). 

Thinking about the lifeworld as constituted by interpretive patterns 
organized in language and handed down in cultural traditions gets us 
away from philosophy of consciousness; it discourages the view that un
derstanding involves drawing out-making conscious--what was once 
implicit. However, it does not explain why problematic contexts in a lin
guistically and culturally based lifeworld have to be settled with refer
ence to three "worlds" (objective, social, and subjective). To answer 
that question, we need to show a connection between the three 
"worlds" opened up with reference to the three formal world-concepts 
and the lifeworld itself. Habermas now proposes to show just that, as he 
expands the resources of the lifeworld to include not only language and 
culture but also group norms and values (the content of the social 
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world), as well as individual competences (the content of the subjective 
world). Identifying the object of phenomenological analysis with what 
Emile Durkheim called a "collective consciousness," he draws on Durk
heim's observations about the "structural transformation of collective 
consciousness" to argue that as communicative actors take increasing 
responsibility for their own interpretive accomplishments, the lifeworld 
is differentiated into culture, society, and personality. The point is to 
view culture, society, and personality as structural components of the 
lifeworld rather than to see them, with Durkheim, as dimensions of a 
collective consciousness; the resources of the lifeworld can then be 
seen as including not only language and culture but society and person
ality as well. The unquestionable character that the lifeworld has for 
communicative actors, Habermas remarks, stems not only from the 
taken-for-granteds found in culture and language, but also from the "se
curity the actor owes to well-established solidarities and proven compe
tences." If the "solidarities of groups integrated via norms and values 
and the competences of socialized individuals flow into communicative 
action a tergo, in the way that cultural traditions do," it would make no 
sense, he thinks, to leave them out of account in any assessment of the 
resources upon which actors draw in their efforts to reach understand
ing(I33-35). 

The expansion of the resources of the lifeworld to include culture, so
ciety, and personality is an important step in Habermas's argument. 
However, while the lifeworld concept has been expanded and put on a 
materialist basis, it is still of limited use for social theory because it "still 
lies on the same analytical level as the transcendentallifeworld concept 
of phenomenology." As a concept developed from the participants' per
spective, it is "not directly serviceable for theoretical purposes; it is not 
suited for demarcating an object domain of social science, that is, the re
gion within the objective world formed by the totality of hermeneuti
cally accessible, in the broadest sense historical or sociocultural facts." 
In a rather abrupt shift in perspective, he argues that "the everyday con
cept of the lifeworld is better suited" to serve as a "jumping-off point" 
for social theory. 

It is by this means [that is, the everyday concept of the lifeworld] 
that communicative actors locate and date their utterances in so
cial spaces and historical times. In the communicative practice of 
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everyday life, persons do not only encounter one another in the 
attitude of participants; they also give narrative presentations of 
events that take place in the context of their lifeworld. Nmration 
is a specialized form of constative speech that serves to describe 
sociocultural events and objects. Actors base their narrative pre
sentations on a lay concept of the "world," in the sense of the ev
eryday world or lifeworld, which defines the totality of states of 
affairs that can be reported in true stories. 

Habermas maintains that the "sense of the everyday world" or the "lay 
concept of the lifeworld" has advantages as a starting point for social 
theory because it refers to "the totality of sociocultural facts." Whereas 
the communication-theoretic concept is given from the perspective of 
participants, the everyday concept of the lifeworld presupposes "the 
perspective of narrators [and] is already being used for cognitive pur
poses" {135-37). 

Nonetheless, the "intuitively accessible" concept of the sociocultural 
lifeworld contained in the perspective of narrators has its own limita
tions. According to Habermas, the major difficulty with the everyday 
concept of the lifeworld is that it cannot provide a "reference system for 
descriptions and explanations relevant to the lifeworld as a whole." He 
explains that while narratives indicate the "higher-level reproduction 
processes" manifested in the maintenance imperatives of lifeworlds, 
they refer to what happens in a lifeworld rather than to the structures of 
the lifeworld. He needs to be able to refer to those structures them
selves, as well as to the processes in which they are reproduced, if he is 
to provide an account of the reproduction of the lifeworld. He suggests 
that the everyday concept of the lifeworld can be ''worked up" for these 
purposes, if we start from those "basic functions" that are fulfilled by lan
guage: mutual understanding, coordinating action, and socialization. H 
the fulfillment of these functions provides the lifeworld with the "con
tinuation of valid knowledge, stabilization of group solidarity, and social
ization of responsible actors," the reproduction of the lifeworld can be 
said to involve three processes: cultural reproduction, social integration, 
and socialization. Habermas argues that lifeworld reproduction cannot 
be reduced to social integration (as Durkheim thought) nor to socializa
tion (as suggested by Mead) and that we have to understand all three re-
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production processes (cultural reproduction, social integration, and SO

cialization) as interconnected ( 136-38 ). 8 

To complete the picture, Habermas matches up the three processes 
for the reproduction of the lifeworld with the three structural compo
nents of the lifeworld: culture, society, and personality. He clarifies these 
structural components as follows: 

I use the term culture foe the stock of knowledge from which 
participants in communication supply themselves with interpre
tations as they come to an understanding about something in the 
world. I use the term society for the legitimate orders through 
which participants regulate their memberships in social groups 
and thereby secure solidarity. By personality I understand the 
competences that make a subject capable of speaking and acting, 
that put him in a position to take part in processes of reaching un
derstanding and thereby to assert his own identity. 

According to Habermas, the reproduction of the lifeworld can be under
stood as involving the "testing" of each of its three structural compo
nents within the medium of communicative action. While cultural 
knowledge is "tested against the world" by means of criticizable validity 
claims, or "standards of rationality," the lifeworld is also "tested," in 
processes of social integration and socialization, against culturally based 
standards for social solidarity and individual identity.9 He also speculates 
that the three reproduction processes are not likely to be of equal im
portance for a given lifeworld and suggests three possible variations. 

In one type of lifeworld reproduction, culture provides sufficient 
"valid knowledge" for reaching understanding, so that cultural repro
duction contributes to the maintenance of society by providing "legiti
mations for existing institutions" and "socialization patterns for the ac
quisition of generalized competences for action." In a second case, 
where society is sufficiently integrated for reaching understanding, the 
process of social integration can secure "legitimately regulated social 

8. "Social integration," which has been used by Habennas in a general way to distin
guish "lifeworld" from "system," refers here to only one of the three processes through 
which the lifeworld is reproduced. 

9. Habennas, TCA, 2:138-39. Communicative action is a medium not only for repro
ducing cultural knowledge, but also for reproducing social memberships and personal 
identities, and disturbances in these reproduction processes can lead to loss of meaning, 
anomie, and psychopathologies. See TCA, 2:142. 
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memberships" and "moral duties" or "obligations." In a third possible 
case, which refers to his ideal-typical modern lifeworld, "personality sys
temS have developed such strong identities that they can deal on a real
istic basis with the situations that come up in their lifeworld." In that 
event, socialization processes, which provide for "interpretive accom
plishments" and "motivations for actions that conform to norms," be· 
come the dominant reproduction process for the modern type of life· 
world. Nor is Habermas's emphasis on socialization and personality 
surprising. While he argues for the "complex interconnection" of three 
processes and criticizes Mead for reducing the reproduction of the life· 
world to the socialization of individuals, his own account explicitly 
draws on Mead's concept of symbolic interaction and works it out, with 
the help of phenomenological analysis, as a "concept of linguistically 
mediated, normatively guided interaction." In the end, Habermas pro
vides a more detailed and complex account of lifeworld reproduction, 
but still gives priority to the socialization of individuals ( 140-41 ). 

Habermas makes no claim, initially, that a lifeworld concept constructed 
from the intuitive knowledge of competent speakers of modern socie· 
ties can be anything but a reflection of the modem understanding of the 
world. However, notwithstanding this point of departure, the aim of the 
exercise is to develop a lifeworld concept that is universally valid, that 
is, a concept that is suitable for understanding the communicative sttuc· 
tures of lifeworlds in all cultures and epochs. He does not deny the con· 
siderable burden of proof that falls on anyone trying to develop a univer
sally valid lifeworld concept on the basis of the intuitive knowledge of 
competent speakers in modern societies. He writes: "Once we intro
duce the concept of the lifeworld in communication-theoretical terms, 
the idea of approaching any society whatsoever by means of it is not at 
all trivial." In his view, however, the question of the universal validity of 
his lifeworld concept is a separate matter from its construction, and he 
contends that the "burden of truth for the universal validity of the life· 
world concept ... shifts then to the complementary concept of commu· 
nicative action" ( 143-44 ). 

If the "burden of truth" for the universal validity of the lifeworld con· 
cept shifts to the concept of communicative action, we will have to be 
able to say why the concept of communicative action, with its three for
mal world-concepts and its three validity claims, is relevant for all cui· 
tures and epochs of human existence. Habermas's response is that if 



140 GENDER ~ 

communicative action (conceived as constituted by three validi 
claims) is the medium in which the symbolic structures of the lifewod ·. 
are reproduced, the structural constraints of communicative action wilf 
have systematic effects for reproduction processes or indicate a "devel~ 
opmentallogic." We will have to back up our claims by showing eVi
dence for such a logic, for example, by seeing whether "the structures of 
historicallifeworlds vary within the scope defined by the structural con
straints of communicative action not accidentally but directionally, that 
is, in dependence on learning processes." He claims that a directional 
development can be established, if, for example, evolutionary changes 
can be described as resulting in a structural differentiation of culture, so
ciety, and personality and if that differentiation indicated "an increase in 
rationality" ( 144-45 ). 

This "increase in rationality" is, for Habermas, a "rationalization of the 
lifeworld" and can be understood as the "linguistification of the sacred" 
Referring to Mead and Durkheim, he offers the following sketch of the 
linguistification of the sacred: "The further the structural components of 
the lifeworld and the processes that contribute to maintaining them get 
differentiated, the more interaction contexts come under conditions of 
rationally motivated mutual understanding, that is, of consensus forma
tion that rests in the end on the authority of the better argument." On 
this basis, the reproduction of the lifeworld is "no longer merely routed 
through the medium of communicative action, but is saddled upon the 
interpretive accomplishments of the actors themselves." "Universal dis
course points to an idealized lifeworld" reproduced in communicative 
processes that have been "largely detached from normative contexts 
and transferred over to rationally motivated yes/no positions." He views 
the process as a "sort of growing autonomy" that is achieved as the "con
straints of material reproduction no longer hide behind the mask of a ra
tionally impenetrable, basic, normative consensus, that is to say, behind 
the authority of the sacred." Though not free of conflict, a rationalized 
lifeworld achieves a "singular transparence" in that adult actors are able 
to distinguish between actions that are success-oriented and those that 
are understanding-oriented, no less than between "empirically moti· 
vated attitudes" and "rationally motivated yes/no positions." For each of 
the three structural components of the lifeworld, Habermas explains, 
there are "evolutionary trends": cultural traditions become reflective 
and subject to incessant testing, social institutions become legitimated 
through formal procedures, and "a highly abstract ego-identity is contin-
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ously stabilized through self-steering." The "release of the rationality 
u tential inherent in communicative action" is also connected to a dif
:.entiation of form and content and to the abandonment of mythical 
worldviews and "concrete thinking" ( 145-46 ). 

Habermas's appeal to a developmental logic and the suggestions he 
makes for historical research in support of such a logic, as well as his 
sketch of what a rationalized lifeworld would look like are all intended 
as ways of helping to establish the universal validity of a lifeworld con
cept constructed from the intuitive knowledge of competent speakers of 
modem societies. Moreover, all these suggestions are based on the pre
supposition that it is possible to separate the construction of such a life
world concept from the question of its universal validity. The problem is 
not so much that Habermas begins from a historically specific under
standing of the world-there is no other way to begin-but that he en
dorses, without critical examination, the idea of developmental logic 
that is an implicit feature of that historical understanding. The three pat
terns of interconnection he gives for the reproduction of the lifeworld 
are not simply variations, but presuppose normative reference points 
and directional development: from a type of lifeworld in which cultural 
values are sufficient "to cover the given need for mutual understanding," 
to a second type in which cultural values are "incorporated into a nor
mative reality that is, if not criticism-proof, at least resistant to criti
cism," to a third type in which cultural values are subject to "continuous 
testing by action oriented to reaching understanding." In this third type 
of lifeworld reproduction, which Habennas associates with modem so
cieties, personality systems have to be sufficiently strong to allow indi
viduals to take responsibility for the interpretations that flow into cul
tural values and ensure social cohesion ( 141 ). Not only does he 
integrate into his lifeworld concept a structural differentiation that he 
associates with modernity, but he regards that differentiation as a devel
opmental nonn: "The state of development of a symbolically structured 
lifeworld is indicated by the separation of culture, society, and personal
ity" ( 152). 

The price to be paid for taking Habermas's route of rational recon
struction and developmental logic is a reduction in critical capacity. 
Even if we allow that it is possible to identify communicative structures 
for modernity, these structures have to be removed from the historical 
context in which they appear. But then the nonnative content of the 
structures themselves cannot be made subject to criticism, at least not 
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from within the theory of communicative action. As Habermas explains, 
his theory requires two types of methodological abstractions: he· 
abstracts the development of cognitive structures from the "historical 
dynamic of events," and he abstracts the evolution of society from the 
"historical concretion of forms of life" ( 383 ). He compares formal
pragmatic analysis to Edmund Husserl's phenomenological lifeworld 
analysis or Ludwig Wittgenstein's analysis of forms of life in that it aims 
at "structures that, in contrast to the historical shapes of particular life
worlds and life-forms, are put forward as invariant" ( 119 ). 

At every stage of his argument for a lifeworld concept, Habermas 
draws on his concept of communicative action. Because he conceives 
communicative action as constituted by universal validity claims, the 
claim to universality has to be viewed as part of the lifeworld concept he 
develops. But the question of the universal validity of his lifeworld con
cept cannot be decided by appealing to his concept of communicative 
action if that concept first makes possible his lifeworld concept. I do not 
dispute Habermas's idea of the importance of the universality claim for 
modernity, and I also agree that we have to take that claim seriously. 
However, from where I stand-a feminist who is trying to find out why 
women's claims to full equality and participation in "humanity" are not 
reflected in Habermas's theory, taking the claim seriously also means 
allowing for a discussion of the historicity of that claim. My intention is 
not to try to dissolve the normative force of the claim to universality, but 
on the contrary, to enhance it. Instead of looking for ways to remove the 
universality claim from history, which is essentially the method of ratio
nal reconstruction, I hold that we have to put to one side the question 
that has preoccupied Habermas--the question of how to justify the 
claim itself-accept that our histories, for better or worse, are inextrica
bly mixed up with that claim, and try, by way of a critical understanding 
of how the universality claim has been interpreted, to make the claim 
more relevant to a politics based on equality and inclusiveness. 

It is not hard to agree with Habermas that the claim to universality is 
a basic feature of the understanding of the world that comes into exis
tence in modernity. However, within the context of preoccupations that 
have their origins in historical and theoretical debates of the third quar
ter of the twentieth century, he has turned his attention to the problem 
of how to justify the claim itself and has not given attention to the partic
ularistic meanings that have been associated with that claim. Rather than 
critically examine the normative reference points of culture, society, 
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and personality that he builds into his theory, he seeks to show that the 
di1ferentiation of the lifeworld into structures associated with precisely 
those three reference points represents a rationalization of the lifeworld 
not only for modernity, but also for humankind. Habermas does not ap
proach this view lightly, as I suggested above, but he has had a tendency 
to minimize the difficulties of reconstructive methods. For example, in 
the 1970s, when he was elaborating the problematic of his theory of 
communicative action, he commented that Adorno "distrusted the con
cept of a developmental logic because he held the openness and the ini
tiative power of the historical process (of the species as well as of the in
dividual) to be incompatible with the closed nature of an evolutionary 
pattern." Habermas admitted that Adorno's reasons for distrusting the 
developmental model could "serve as a warning," but he maintained 
that they could "grant no dispensation from the duty of justifying con
cepts used with a critical intent."10 Given the statements he makes about 
historical research, I take it that he thought the risk of closure could be 
avoided through indirect confirmation of the developmental logic im
plicit in his concept of communicative action. However, no amount of 
historical research can decide the matter of the idea of a developmental 
logic if that idea is an integral part of the intuitions that are being recon
structed. While empirical-analytical research can indirectly confirm the 
intuitions that are reconstructed, it cannot contest those intuitions 
themselves. 

Habermas has been criticized for the special status he gives to the re
constructive sciences, but his position on the methodological issue of 
the differences between empirical-analytic and reconstructive science 
has not really been refuted. Take, for example, Fred Alford's charge that 
Habermas adopts a non-realist position on the empirical-analytic sci
ences, but proceeds on realist premises for the reconstructive sciences. 
According to Alford, he has two mutually exclusive views of science be
cause in the one case the data are theory dependent, whereas in the 
other there is a necessary correspondence between theory and its ob
ject. 11 But this argument does not really address Habermas's point that 

10. Jiirgen Habermas, "Moral Development and Ego Identity," in his Communication 
and the Evolution of Society, 72. 

11. See C. Fred Alford, Science and the Revenge of Nature: Marcuse and Habermas 
(Tampa: University of South Florida Press, 1985 ), and his ':Jiirgen Habermas and the Dia· 
lectic of Enlightenment: What Is Theoretically Fruitful Knowledge?" Social Research 52 
(Spring 1985): 119-49. Simone Chambers,ReasonableDemocracy:jurgenHabermas 
and the Politics of Discourse (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996 ), 109-22, denies 
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the differences between the two types of sciences are specifically re 
lated to what, in each case, we can conclude from a failure of the data · 
confirm the theory. Whereas in the empirical-analytic sciences the £aib 
ure of the data to confirm a theory might lead to the conclusion that ~ 
state-of-affairs we were trying to understand does not exist, in the recon-1 
structive sciences we can only conclude that our theories are not ade) 
quate to the capacities that we set out to investigate-we cannot say, for1 

example, that capacities for reasoning do not exist, but only that our un.' 
derstanding of those capacities is false or at least inadequate. For Haber. 
mas, this situation leaves us with no choice but to develop an essentialist 
understanding of the relation between reconstructive theory and the 
"know-how" it takes as its object. He has thus stated: 

The reconstruction which I have proposed of our intuitive un
derstanding of truth, with the help of a theory of discourse, may 
prove to be false, or at least insufficient. But the everyday or sci
entific practice which depends on the correct use of this intuitive 
knowledge remains unaffected by these attempts at reconstruc
tion and their revision. It is not practical knowledge itself which 
can be refuted, but only the false description of it. 12 

Habermas seems right to suggest that practical knowledge exists inde
pendent of any description of it and that the most we can do is to refute 
false descriptions of practical knowledge, not the knowledge itself. 
While the methodological difficulties attached to the reconstructive 
method are not an argument for not taking up reconstruction at all, they 
do indicate that caution should accompany appeals to reconstructive ar
guments. If reconstruction is based on historically specific intuitions 
that cannot be independently tested, that is, if all we can get is indirect 
confirmation of the intuitions that are reconstructed, any universalist 
theory that establishes itself on the basis of those intuitions runs an espe
cially great risk of particularism. In my view, Habermas contlates two 
questions: the relevance and importance of the claim to universality and 

the stronger claims Habermas makes for reconstructive science, but contends that his re
constructive understanding of communicative rationality can be defended on the basis of 
its "plausibility and adequacy." 

12. See Jiirgen Habermas, "Discourse Ethics, Law and Sittlicbkett," in Autonomy and 
Solidarity, 258-59. 
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tbe historically specific normative reference points to which he links 

tbatclaim-

f{abermas's colonization thesis, as discussed in Chapter 4, is based on 
tbe view that the increase in systeni complexity in democratic welfare 
states leads to excessive judicialization of the lifeworld, as ever more 
areas of life become subject to economic and state administrative imper
atives. I have argued that his colonization thesis presents a difficulty for 
feminism because he argues for a de-judicialization of the family and 
puts to one side the question of "basic rights" for women and children 
that much legal-bureaucratic intervention into family matters is meant 
to address. If, as Habermas suggests, the judicialization of the family 
should be kept to a minimum, what perspective should we develop, 
then, on the "basic rights" question? Can he say anything about that 
question beyond reiterating his commitment to equality for all citizens 
and beyond calling for the public autonomy of women? If not, why not? 
In returning to the colonization thesis, I also want to take into consider
ation the importance of Habermas's lifeworld concept for his proposal 
to reconstruct historical materialism. That proposal, as I argued in Chap
ter 5, is a matter of concern because it refers to a "female" labor of so
cialization that is excluded from the concept of social labor, notwith
standing the fact that Habermas understands social labor as the site of 
egalitarian relations and historical progress. Given that his discussion of 
historical materialism prepares the ground for his theory of communica
tive action, the question is whether his exclusion of "female" labor from 
the concept of social labor is connected to his treatment of gender in his 
theory of communicative action, and if so, how we are to understand 
that connection. 

An important aim of Habermas's discussion of historical materialism is 
to account for the cooperative elements of communicative action that 
Marx and Engels assumed, but did not theorize. As I have explained, he 
identifies those cooperative elements with the interactive competences 
of adult humans and insists that such competences are learned in a dis
tinctive process associated with moral-practical insight. His argument is 
that sociocultural evolution is directly dependent on two types of learn
ing processes, one type involving the technically useful knowledge 
needed for production, as Marx and Engels maintained, and another type 
involving the moral-practical insight needed for social integration. In the 
theory of communicative action, technically useful knowledge is linked 



146 GENDER 

to system processes and moral-practical insight to lifeworld processes, 
so that Habermas's systemllifeworld distinction, which drives his coloni
zation thesis, can be viewed as making possible a more complex inter
pretation of what Marx and Engels understood as the basic components 
of social labor. This view is confirmed in Habermas's remark that system 
and lifeworld appear in Marx as "realm, of necessity" and "realm of 
freedom." 13 

Habermas's aim in further dividing system and lifeworld, the one into 
economy and state administration and the other into private and public 
spheres, is to provide for an understanding of advanced capitalism that 
takes into account the increasing complexities of welfare state democra
cies. Specifically, he wants to allow for examination of the crucial inter
change between lifeworld (public and private) and system (economy 
and state administration). According to Habermas, the system/lifeworld 
interchange takes place in the media of money and power and is institu
tionalized in the social roles of employee, consumer, client of state bu
reaucracies, and citizen of the state. In reference to the consumer role, 
he describes private households as having been "converted over" to 
mass consumption, "redefined" as system environments, and made sub
ject to the economic and administrative imperatives of the "monetary
bureaucratic complex."14 The consumer role bears further examination, 
but the initial question is what to make of the absence of the nurturer 
role from the configuration of the four social roles (employee, con
sumer, client, citizen). Habermas acknowledges the universalistic aspira
tions of the women's movement, and he refers to feminism as a struggle 
against male domination and the "one-sidedly rationalized everyday 
practice" of the "male world." However, for reasons to be discussed, he 
is solidly committed to the four social roles of employee, consumer, cli
ent, and citizen, and he does not see that taking feminism seriously 
would involve not only addressing the status of the nurturer role, but 
opening up discussion of the gendered pattern of all social roles. 15 

Habermas's androcentrism does not mean that he puts little value on 
''women's work." In his reconstruction of historical materialism, for ex
ample, he argues that compared with the production and social labor of 
men, the activities of nurturing and socialization performed by women 

13. Habennas, TOt, 2:340. 
14. Ibid., 351. 
15. Ibid., 393-95. 
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are "equally important" for the reproduction of the human species. In 
fact, he considers the nurturer/socialization role so important for a the
ory of sociocultural evolution and historical progress that his recon
strUction of historical materialism requires the "supplementation" of the 
Marxian concept of social labor by the familial principle of organization. 
While Habermas is less explicit in his theory of communicative action 
about the gendered identities and obligations attached to socialization 
processes, he continues to understand social evolution in terms of learn
ing processes connected to interactive competences and moral-practi
cal insight, and he still holds that socialization processes are centered in 
family institutions. In some respects, he views the nurturer/socialization 
role as even more important for modernity than it was for the earliest 
"human" societies. 

As mentioned earlier, Habermas maintains that the lifeworld is repro
duced through the interconnected processes of cultural reproduction, 
social integration, and socialization and that because any one process 
can be dominant for a given lifeworld, we can envision different types of 
lifeworld reproduction. He gives three possible variations. Two of these 
indicate a "premodern" mode of lifeworld reproduction: the dominant 
process in the one case is cultural reproduction, in the other,·social inte
gration, but in each case personality systems are underdeveloped and 
socialization is relatively unimportant. By contrast, in the third variation, 
identified with modern lifeworlds, strong personality systems are the 
key to the successful reproduction of the lifeworld and the dominant re
production process is socialization. In view of Habermas's understand
ing of socialization processes as crucial for sustaining and renewing the 
individual competences associated with strong personality systems, the 
"female" work of socialization not only does not lose its importance in 
modernity but comes to dominate the overall process of reproducing 
the lifeworld. 

The importance Habermas gives to socialization processes for repro
ducing the modem type of lifeworld makes all the more conspicuous 
the absence of the nurturer role from the social roles institutionalized in 
the system!lifeworld interchange. However, there is a pattern here. Just 
as the familial principle of organization had to be added on to the con
cept of social labor to make comprehensible the "human" mode of re
producing life, so the nurturer role has to be added on to the system/life
world distinction to make comprehensible the reproduction of the 
modern type of lifeworld. That is to say, despite its importance for the 
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reproduction of the modem lifeworld, the nurturer role is not viewed 
by Habermas as "social," and it is for that reason that it is not listed with 
the social roles (employee, consumer, client, citizen) institutionalized 
in the systemllifeworld interchange. From the point of view of the aspi
rations for gender equality expressed by women and men in the late 
twentieth century, Habermas's understanding of the nurturer role goes 
beyond androcentric sentiments to a basic conceptual inadequacy. His 
lifeworld/system distinction, like his reinterpretation of the concept of 
social labor to which it is related, is insufficiently critical of its Marxian 
sources; it too reproduces the Marxian exclusion of "female" work from 
social labor. 

Let us turn to the connection Habermas makes between the social 
role of consumer and the private household. In identifying that role, he 
draws on, but also reinterprets the views of earlier Frankfurt school the
orists. 

In the 1930s Max Horkheimer and his colleagues directed extensive 
research on the changing structures of the family, first in Europe and 
later also in the United States. This research, analyzed from a Marxian 
perspective and informed by a Freudian theory of instincts, was initially 
undertaken in the hope of understanding the relationship between the 
decline of paternal authority in the bourgeois family and what Hork
heimer and others believed to be a serious crisis in the authoritarian 
structure of society as a whole. Their optimism about an imminent over
throw of the capitalist system did not endure for long, and the question 
then became how to explain why the structural transformation of the 
bourgeois family did not, in fact, lead to revolutionary social change. In 
the end Horkheimer presents the decline of paternal authority not as a 
development in the direction of progressive social change but in more 
negative terms, as a sign of the debilitating effects of mass consumption 
on the bourgeois family, and on society as a whole. According to the gen
eral argument, under conditions of monopoly capitalism the ruling class 
becomes smaller, and middle-class families, no less than the working
class families to which they become assimilated, grow powerless, as sys
tem needs insinuate themselves into the family's innermost sphere and 
as the family's psychic structures are harnessed for system purposes. In 
the final analysis, the bourgeois family is idealized by Horkheimer as the 
last bastion of an instinctual humanity, and its decline is not cause for re
joicing, but an indication of the spread of monopoly capitalism.16 

16. See Rolf Wiggershaus, Tbe Frankfurt School: Its History, Theories, and Political 
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In the tradition of the Frankfurt school Habermas links the private 
household to the consumer role, but he maintains that it is possible to 
provide another interpretation of the bourgeois family's transformation. 
Instead of a Freudian theory of instincts, he advocates a theory of social
ization that can connect Freud with Mead, put more weight on struc
tures of intersubjectivity, and replace "hypotheses about instinctual vi
cissitudes with assumptions about identity formation." He argues that 
the transformation of the bourgeois family should not be understood 
simply in functionalist terms, that is, as serving the interests of capital; it 
can also be understood in structural terms, that is, as providing for the 
development of egalitarian relations within the family, individuation in 
discursive practices, and liberalized childrearing. 17 These developments 
do not, however, translate into questions of gender equality, as one 
might have thought. Rather the point of Habermas's discussion is to de
termine what the transformation of the bourgeois family means for un
derstanding the new conditions of socialization. 

Habermas argues that there is a "growing autonomy" of the nuclear 
family because it is now cut off from the figure of the father that once 
represented societal repression and so brought system imperatives into 
the family context. He also regards the structural changes in the bour
geois family as representing the "inherent rationalization of the life
world" because, in the transformation from a family unit based on pater
nal authority to one providing for egalitarian relations, "some of the 
potential for rationality ingrained in communicative action is also re
leased." It is apparently because the communicative infrastructure of fa. 
miliallifeworlds gains a new independence that familiallifeworlds are 
able to understand economic and administrative imperatives as "coming 
at them from outside." In Habermas's view, this development means that 
socialization processes now take place in a "largely deinstitutionalized 
communicative action," that is, in communication structures "that have 
freed themselves from latent entanglements in systemic dependencies." 
He suggests that the increasing polarization between a communicatively 
structured lifeworld and the formally organized contexts of the system 
brings with it a "different type of danger" for socialization because, 
While the Oedipal problematic is no longer so significant, the adoles
cent's adjustment to adult social roles now becomes more complex and 

Significance, tranS. Michael Robertson (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994 ), 13 7 ff., 149 ff. Cf. 
Jessica Benjamin, "The End of Internalization: Adorno's Social Psychology," Telos 32 
(Summer 1977): 42-64. Cf. also Whitebrook, "Reason and Happiness," 140-60. 

17. Habermas, TCA, 2:386ff. 
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risky. The reason for this, he explains, is that the competences, motives, 
and attitudes learned in the socialization processes of the familial life
world, that is, in a relatively independent communication infrastructure, 
are to some extent incompatible with the functional requirements of 
adult social roles (located in the system/lifeworld interchange). As a re
sult, adolescent crises grow in significance. 18 

Habermas's discussion of family life is focused on understanding the 
new conditions for socialization provided by the structural transforma
tion of the bourgeois family. He understands those conditions not sim
ply in terms of historical events, but as the product of an unfolding of an 
inner logic inherent in the family's internal structures of communica
tion. The family is presented as self-contained, having its own integrity, 
growing in autonomy, predisposed to seeing itself as separate from the 
basically alien economic and administrative imperatives that come at it 
from the "outside." This aestheticization of the family's internal relations 
also makes it immune to criticism and indicates that despite his reinter
pretation of the Frankfurt school's understanding of the family, and not
withstanding the considerably reduced importance he gives to a Freud
ian instinct theory, he continues, like Horkheimer and Adorno, and like 
Marx before them, to naturalize family relations. But Habermas places a 
more explicit weight on the family as a site of freedom. Socialization 
processes are tied up with claims not only about the family's internal 
structures of communication, but also about what those structures rep
resent in and of themselves. 

In his discussion of the rationalization of the familiallifeworld, Haber
mas uses terms identical to those he uses in his more general character
ization of the rationalization of the lifeworld. In each case, there is 
"growing autonomy" from the processes of material reproduction and a 
release of the "potential for communicative rationality ingrained in com
municative action." The rationalization of the lifeworld appears to in
volve not just one, but rather two parallel processes, the one in the fa
miliallifeworld sphere and the other in the lifeworld's public sphere. He 
remarks, for example, that "the inner logic of communicative action 'be· 
comes practically true' in the deinstitutionalized forms of intercourse of 
the familial private sphere as well as in a public sphere stamped by the 
mass media."19 There seems to be no retreat from the immediacy he as-

18. Ibid., 387-88. 
19. Ibid., 403. 
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signs to family relations. Thus, even though he aims at a theory based on 
equality, and even though he admits that power and money still pervade 
the relations of the private household, 20 his theory does not, and appar
ently cannot, provide for criticism of the power and economic relations 
of a gender-structured lifeworld. 

Habermas's theory proceeds from what he takes to be the intuitive 
knowledge of competent speakers of modem societies. But he actually 
relies on a ''well-developed" tradition of social theory. He tells us that he 
intends to take up "conceptual strategies, assumptions, and lines of argu
ment from Weber to Parsons ... great social theorists like Marx, Weber, 
Durkheim, and Mead ... Freud and Piaget." Such an undertaking, as he 
admits, involves a risk of particularism: "In [social-scientific paradigms] 
is reflected the world- and self-understanding of various collectives; me
diately they serve the interpretation of social-interest situations, hori
zons of aspiration and expectation." Habermas suggests that for any so
cial theory tied to the history of theory, there is the "danger that 
particular interests are being brought to bear unnoticed in its own theo
retical perspective." He also thinks that the danger can be minimized: 
"Unking up with the history of theory is also a kind of test; the more 
freely [a theory] can take up, explain, criticize, and carry on the inten
tions of earlier theory traditions, the more impervious it is to the dan
ger." But the danger is especially great for Habermas because his life· 
world concept is developed in communication-theoretic terms and in a 
performative attitude to the great names of modernity-Marx, Weber, 
Durkheim, Mead. From the perspective I have been arguing, his theory is 
too close a reflection of the world and self-understanding of those theo
rists on whom he draws. If I am right, the historically specific intuitions 
from which he starts are not universalizable, as he thinks, but represent 
intuitions that, for social-economic, political, and legal reasons, have 
been culturally dominant in modernity.21 For all Habermas's concerns 
about universalism, his theory turns out to be not universalist enough. 

20. At least this is how I am interpreting his references to the historical legacy of the 
"patriarchal oppression" of women and to the "sexual division of labor" in the bourgeois 
household. See Habermas, TOt, 2:393. 

21. Ibid, 1:139-40. 
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ACTION 





SEVEN 

TRUTHFULNESS 

Habermas draws on Max Weber's theory of culture to argue that the 
three cultural value spheres of science and technology, law and morality, 
and art are institutionally differentiated and enduring features of moder
nity.1 As a redescription and specification of the three value spheres, his 
theory of communicative action can be summarized as follows. The 
modem differentiation of the lifeworld into three structural compo
nents (culture, society, and personality) is the opening up to experience 
of three ''worlds" (objective, social, and subjective), along with the 
basic attitudes that can be adopted to those worlds ( objectivating, 
norm-conformative, and expressive), their corresponding rationalities 
(cognitive-instrumental, moral-practical, and aesthetic-practical), and 
the three validity claims (truth, rightness, and truthfulness) thematized 
respectively in three uses of language ( constative, interactive, and ex
pressive). In this description, each of the three structural components of 
the lifeworld is assigned its own validity claim, and each is conceived of 
as having a unique "inner logic" that expresses itself in a specific type of 
rationalization. According to this model of three autonomous spheres, 
the validity claim of truth is lodged in the cultural space of science and 
institutionalized in the "scientific enterprise," whereas the rightness va
lidity claim is attached to postconventionallaw and morality and the in
stitutions of the liberal-democratic state. As for the cultural and institu-

1. See esp. Habermas, TCA, 1:157 ff., and his "Questions and Counterquestions," in 
Bernstein, Habermas and Modernity, 206-11. 
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tional space of the truthfulness validity claim, Habermas refers to an 
"artistic enterprise. "2 

In the next chapter I shall explain why Habermas no longer holds the 
view that truthfulness can be identified with the sphere of art. Here, I 
leave that matter to one side as I examine his formal-pragmatic account 
of truthfulness in the context of his attempt to show that the modern 
type of lifeworld represents an "increase in rationality." In Habermas's 
view, if we can establish a cognitive basis for three distinct areas of valid
ity (truth, rightness, and truthfulness), the differentiation of the life
world into culture, society, and personality will mean that there is criti
cizability over three ''worlds." The differentiation of the lifeworld that 
takes place in modernity will then be understood, not simply as an idio
syncratic feature of modernity, but as expanding the potential for "rea
soned action" and, therefore, as a "rationalization of the lifeworld." 
According to Habermas, communicative competence has "just as uni
versal a core" as Chomsky claimed for linguistic competence, and a 
"general theory of speech actions would thus describe exactly that fun
damental system of rules" necessarily employed by adult speakers in 
successful speech acts, "no matter to which particular language the sen
tences may belong and in which accidental contexts the utterances may 
be embedded."3 

I have already argued that Habermas's lifeworld concept is flawed be
cause it does not provide a vision of gender equality. As I now want to 
show, even apart from the gender issue, he is not able to support his for
mal-pragmatic account of the lifeworld. His argument for the rational 
basis of rightness meets with only qualified success, but his argument for 
the rationality of the truthfulness claim cannot succeed, even on its 
own terms. 

The most comprehensive account of Habermas's formal pragmatics re
mains his 1976 essay "What Is Universal Pragmatics?"" In that essay he 

2. Habermas, TCA, 1:240 ff., refers to the cultural and institutional spaces of the three 
validity claims. 

3. Jiirgen Habermas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" in Communication and tbe Evo
lution of Society, 26. 

4. Ibid. The article first appeared as "Was heiSt Universalpragmatik?" in Karl-Otto Apel, 
ed., Spracbpragmatile undPhilosophie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1976). For a discus
sion of Habennas's theory of communicative action that emphasizes his formal pragmat
ics, see Maeve Cooke, Language and Reason· A Study of Habermas's Pragmatics (Cam-
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draWS on John Austin's speech act theory5 to explain how "interpersonal 
relations" are produced in speech acts and to demonstrate the rational 
basis of those relations. lbis argument is meant to establish a foundation 
for expanding the concept of rationality beyond propositional truth and 
can be divided into two parts: first, a defense of the assertion that "inter
personal relations" are in fact produced through speech actions, and 
second, the demonstration that those relations have a rational basis. The 
first part of the argument deals with the issue of whether propositions 
have performative force, that is, whether they have a function in estab
lishing relations between persons, and similarly, whether the performa
tive use of language in which relations between persons are established 
can claim propositional truth. Habermas argues that while some utter
ances emphasize truth and others establish or affirm intersubjective rela
tions, every utterance necessarily performs both functions, that is, every 
speech act contains a locutionary component (in the form of a sentence 
containing a proposition about something in the world) and an illocu
tionary component (in the form of a performative sentence that estab
lishes an intersubjective relation). This argument suggests that in any 
speech situation, individuals must enter into powerful relationships: 
they must confront the external world in their claims to propositional 
truth, and they must establish intersubjective relations on the basis of 
their implicit (or explicit) claims to normative rightness. Habermas ex
plains that the truth claim is conspicuous in the cognitive use of lan
guage-reports, explications, narrations, and so on, that emphasize the 
content of the utterance as a statement or proposition; here one refers 
only indirectly to the validity of the intersubjective relation in the con
text of which the proposition is made. Rightness claims are conspicuous 
in the interactive use of language-for example, warnings, commands, 

bridge: MIT Press, 1994). a. John B. Thompson, "Universal Pragmatics," in Thompson 
and Held, Critical Debates, 116-33, and Steven Lukes, "Of Gods and Demons: Habermas 
and Practical Reason," in Thompson and Held, 134-48. See also Jonathan Culler, "Com· 
municative Competence and Normative Force," New German Critique 35 (Spring/Sum· 
mer 1985): 133-44, and Allen W. Wood, "Habermas' Defense of Rationalism," ibid., 145-
64; Rasmussen, Reading Habermas, gives a skeptical reading of the claims Habermas 
makes for the primacy of communicative discourse. 

5. a. John L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962); 
"Performative-Constative," in C. E. Caton, ed., Philosophy and Ordinary Language (Ur· 
bana: University of Illinois Press, 1963 ), 22-54; and "Performative Utterances" in his 
Pbitosopbical Papers, ed. J. 0. Urmson and G. J. Warnock (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1979), 233-52. 
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promises, requests, and refusals, where the truth of the propositional 
content is implied, but not emphasized.6 

The second part of Habermas's argument requires that he be able to 
show that the normatively based relation between speaker and hearer 
also has a basis in rationality. Austin reserves the concept of "meaning'' 
for the sense and reference of the locutionary component of the utter
ance and uses "force" to refer to the illocutionary act: he thereby rele
gates the intersubjective relations established or affirmed through 
speech to the realm of the irrational. Resisting Austin's privileging of 
propositional truth, Habermas seeks to show the inherent rationality of 
the performative by arguing that a speech situation brings participants 
simultaneously into two communicative levels: the level of intersubjec
tivity, in which speaker and hearer communicate with each other, and 
the level of experiences and observables in which they reach an under
standing about something in the world. While granting that speaker and 
hearer establish normatively based relations through the illocutionary 
act, he argues that the illocutionary force of the speech act does not de
rive simply from the binding force of recognized norms, because an as
sumption about rightness can itself be the object of discourse. Accord
ing to Habermas, the acceptability of the speech act depends upon "a 
reciprocal recognition of validity claims" that "have a cognitive charac
ter and can be checked." With the performance of an illocutionary act, 
the speaker enters into a specific kind of "interpersonal bond" -a "guar
antee that, in consequence of his utterance, he will fulfill certain condi
tions--for example, regard a question as settled when a satisfactory an
swer is given; drop an assertion when it proves to be false; follow his 
own advice when he finds himself in the same situation as the hearer; 
stress a request when it is not complied with; act in accordance with an 
intention disclosed by avowal, and so on."7 

6. Habennas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" 61-65. 
7. Ibid, 62-63. a. his "Reply to My Critics" and his Moral Consciousness, 19-20. In 

his "Vorbereitende Bemerkungen zu einer Theorie der kommunikativen Kompetenz,'' in 
Habermas and Niklas Luhmann, Tbeorle der Gesellscbajt oder Soztaltecbnologle (Frank
furt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1971 ), 104-6, Habermas describes the speech act as consisting in 
a "dominating" performative sentence and a "dependent" propositional sentence. The 
former determines the "mode of communication" and in this way lays the basis for how 
the latter is to be interpreted. Put another way, communication about objects can only 
take place under the condition of what Habermas then thought of as "simultaneous meta
communication"-an understanding at the level of intersubjectivity that establishes the 
pragmatic conditions for communication as such. 
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To summarize Habennas's position, the production of intersubjective 
relations is not irrational, because these relations are always established 
in the context of a "normative background" that can be rendered prob
lematic and made subject to rational argumentation. According to this 
view, if the validity of the norm governing the relation between persons 
participating in a speech situation comes into question, the claim to 
rightness of the relation, like a truth claim about something in the objec
tive world, can stand only on condition that adequate grounds or rea
sons are offered in its defense. At the level of communicative practices of 
everyday life, "facts" or "norms" have a taken-for-granted quality. Once 
these everyday assumptions are challenged, however, social actors can 
try to resolve their differences by moving to the level of discourses. 
They can enter a "theoretical discourse" to come to an agreement about 
a disputed fact, and they can begin a "practical discourse" to resolve the 
issue of a problematic norm. Habermas suggests that the facts or norms 
that are brought into play in theoretical and practical discourses are al
ready and similarly in operation in the lifeworld. That is, he treats norms 
like we have tended to treat "facts." Both are "cognitively testable" 
within the context of "reciprocal bonds [that] have a rational basis. "8 

Habermas's objective is to achieve a cognitive basis for rightness 
claims that will allow us to understand the moral-practical sphere as in
volving a rationalization analogous to the rationalization of the cogni
tive-instrumental sphere. His claim, as I discussed in Chapter 3, is that 
the principle of universalization performs the same function for practi
cal discourses that the principle of induction performs for theoretical 
discourses. He argues for the universalization principle on the view that 
questions of (procedural) justice permit a hypothetical attitude and the 
generalizability of interests, and as such are distinct from questions of 
the good life that are too bound up with lifeworld identities to be 
viewed as "strictly" moral.9 From a feminist perspective, this translation 
of rightness claims into questions of a procedural justice amounts to a 
defense of a fairly traditional type of moral theory. But it has to be said 
that so long as the justice/good life split is put to one side, Habermas 
makes a plausible case that rightness claims of a procedural sort are re
deemed through structures of argumentation in much the same manner 
as truth claims. Later I argue that he cannot successfully defend his for-

8. Habeanas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" 63. 
9. Habermas,MoralConsciousne.ss, 104ft". 
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mal-pragmatic argument for the primacy of "justice" questions, and in 
anticipation of that argument and where clarity is an issue, I refer to a 
(procedural) rightness claim. In the meantime, I want to show that in 
contrast to his understanding of rightness claims, which meets with at 
least qualified success, his argument for the rationality of the truthful
ness claim fails on virtually every count. 

Habermas's argument to expand the concept of rationality to the 
moral-practical and aesthetic-practical spheres is structurally committed 
to giving equal weight to the three types of validity. lbis equal weight 
can be read, for example, in his statement that a successful utterance 
"must count as true for the participants insofar as it represents some
thing in the world; it must count as truthful insofar as it expresses some
thing intended by the speaker; and it must count as right insofar as it 
conforms to socially recognized expectations."10 Similarly, while truth 
and rightness claims are notable in the cognitive and interactive uses of 
language, the claim to truthfulness is emphasized in the expressive use 
of language, especially first-person statements that serve to disclose a 
speaker's intentions, wishes, feelings, and so on and which allow speak
ers to represent themselves publicly to each other. But while the truth
fulness claim is a "universal implication of speech" and a "necessary con
dition" for all speech acts, the expressive use of language, in which the 
claim to truthfulness is emphasized, "can, in a way, dispense with illocu
tionary acts." Moreover, while participants express their intentions and 
feelings, they are not at liberty to thematize the "interpersonal relation" 
into which they are brought through the act of "public self-representa
tion."11 It is apparently not possible to correlate expressive speech acts 
with the expressive use of language in the same way that one can corre
late regulative speech acts with the interactive and constative speech 
acts with the cognitive uses of language. 

Habermas leaves unexplained why the analysis yields this result. One 
problem is how the truthfulness claim, if challenged, could be re
deemed. If it is a "criticizable" validity claim on the order of truth and 
rightness, precisely how is its criticizability to be understood? One pos
sibility is that the truthfulness claim could be redeemed under one of 
the other two validity claims. Habermas seems to be recommending this 
strategy in 1981 when he refers to the possibility of checking the consis-

10. Habennas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" 28. 
11. Ibid., 57-58. 
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tency of the person's expression with his or her previous behavior or 
the ensuing action: "That a speaker means what he says can be made 
credible only in the consistency of what he does and not through pro
viding grounds .... [T]hose obligations to prove trustworthy [Bewahrung
sverptlichtungen] that the speaker takes on ... contain an offer to the 
hearer to check against the consistency of the speaker's past or future se
quence of actions whether he means what he says."12 That would mean 
that claims to truthfulness would have to be tested through the redemp
tion of the truth claims that are contained in propositions about the per
son's consistency. While Habermas encourages such tests of consis
tency, these tests involve a shift from truthfulness to truth. Because he 
does not theorize that shift, the problem of the status of the truthfulness 
claim is unresolved. These difficulties arise when truthfulness is viewed 
as a "criticizable" validity claim. Difficulties of this nature did not arise in 
an essay Habermas published in 1973 where truthfulness is a nondiscur
sively redeemable claim, categorially distinct from the discursively re
deemable claims of truth and (procedural) rightness.13 

In that essay Habermas explains that truth and (procedural) rightness 
claims have a mediated relation to experiences: the grounds or reasons 
that lead to agreements on facts and norms demand a suspension, at the 
level of redemption, of those experiences that were the basis for enter
ing into the respective theoretical and practical discourses. By contrast, 
the trust that one has in a speaker's truthfulness is grounded, not in argu
mentation, but in conviction ( GlaubensgewiShdt) and is dependent on 
"communicative experiences." "The experience of certainty, which ac
companies such confidence in a person, results from interactions in 
which I have experienced that person's truthfulness." This conviction is 
not sensual, because unlike sensual certainties, like seeing, hearing, 
smelling, and so on, it is accompanied by a validity claim (of truthful
ness) ( 224-25 ). Challenges to a speaker's truthfulness arise out of suspi
cions of being deceived or led astray by his or her expressions of intent. 
They involve such questions as "Is he deceiving me?" "Is he deceiving 
himself?" Habermas explains that these questions are not addressed, as 
are questions in theoretical and practical discourses, to the individual 
concerned, but to a third party, on the model of a hearing in a court of 
law. In 1973 he also thought that the person suspected of deceiving him-

12. Habennas, TCA, 1:303. 
13. Habennas, "Wahrheitstheorien." 
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self could be "brought to his senses" through psychoanalysis. The prob
lem is that neither a hearing nor a psychoanalytic conversation can be 
viewed, like a discourse, as a "cooperative search for truth" (221). 
Whereas in 1973, the nondiscursivity of the truthfulness claim is an ac
knowledgment of its special relation to experiences, in 1976 Habermas 
argues that truthfulness is a discursively redeemable claim and an equal 
partner in the "cooperative search for truth." But the difficulty of how 
the truthfulness claim can be discursively redeemed persists, as can be 
seen in his 1981 suggestion that a decision on truthfulness has to be 
based on the consistency of the person's expression with his behavior. 
Here, he resorts, as he did in 1973, to a third-party model to explain the 
redemption of the truthfulness claim, but without the acknowledgment 
he gave in 1973 that this sort of redemption belongs to a nondiscur
sive claim. 

One might object that surely the person accused of untruthfulness 
could provide evidence to back up her claim to truthfulness, or that evi
dence can be presented on her behalf. However, concerning the re· 
demption of the truthfulness claim, the decision still has to be under
stood on the model of a trial, as Habermas suggests in 1973. There is also 
a difficulty with the kind of evidence that might be brought to bear in 
such a case. H the trust in a speaker's word is experientially based, the 
"facts" relevant to the case would amount to references to concrete and 
particular experiences. However, these experiences do not constitute 
grounds or reasons accompanied by claims to universality typical of the
oretical and practical discourses, where claims to truth and (proce
dural) rightness "transcend"-by way of induction and universaliza
tion-the historical moment in which they are uttered. Most important, 
it seems to be a condition of entering into a "cooperative search for 
truth" that challenges to truthfulness not even arise. Put another way, 
challenges to truthfulness only seem to arise in cases of disturbed com
munication; in successful communication the claim ideally never arises. 
The truthfulness claim, I suggest, is in principle implicit-it ideally 
never arises--in contrast to truth and rightness claims, which are in 
principle explicit, and in which there is a premium on reasoned judg
ments as opposed to normatively secured agreements. The question is 
how to understand nondiscursive redemption, and to what extent this 
nondiscursivity challenges the idea of truthfulness as a validity claim 
that is intersubjective and criticizable. 

Habermas suggests in 1973 that there are several sorts of certainties. 
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.As 1 noted, he makes a distinction between sensual certainties, like hear
ing and seeing, and the nonsensual certainties of trusting someone and 
understanding an expression. There is yet another kind of nonsensual 
certainty, and that is the certainty that one has when one knows some
thing or is convinced by a norm. Whereas the nonsensual certainty of 
trusting someone or understanding an expression derives from experi
ence, the certainty of knowing or being convinced, while mediated by 
experience, derives "immediately" from the successful deployment of 
grounds or reasons to defend the facts or norms at issue, and only indi
rectly from experience. Knowing and being convinced are accompanied 
by a type of "experience [Erlebnis] of certainty ... that alone results 
from the experience [Erfahrung] of the peculiarly unforced force of the 
better argument" ( 226 ). This suggests that the truthfulness validity 
claim, which is nondiscursive, based in experience-whose force is not 
derived from reasons-is denied the type of certainty that accompanies 
the "unforced force of the better argument." 'Ibis result is not in conflict 
with Habermas's statement: "That a speaker means what he says can be 
made credible only in the consistency of what he does and not through 
providing grounds." But it does challenge his view (from 1976 on) that 
truthfulness is a validity claim that is "criticizable." Such criticizability is 
also placed in question by the existence of specialized discourses for 
truth and rightness, theoretical and practical discourses respectively, 
but no specialized discourse for truthfulness. As compared to truth and 
(procedural) rightness, truthfulness seems to be linked to the lifeworld 
in a way that resists reasoned judgment. 

This result undermines Habermas's argument for the rationalization of 
the lifeworld which is based on the possibility of establishing criticizable 
validity and the possibility for "reasoned action" over three «worlds." 
The elaborate structure of the theory of communicative action also 
comes into question because the truthfulness sphere, whose rationality 
is in doubt, corresponds to one of the three formal world-concepts, one 
of the three structural components of the lifeworld, one of the three 
processes for reproducing the lifeworld, and so on. It can also be corre
lated with the strong personality systems that Habermas takes as para
digmatic for the modern type of lifeworld, in which communicative 
actors take responsibility for their own interpretive accomplishments. 
In view of the importance of strong personalities for his lifeworld con
cept, his account of the validity sphere of truthfulness needs to be at 
least as clear as the other two spheres. And yet, the opposite is the case. 
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I have been arguing that the three validity spheres split into categories 
of criticizability and uncriticizability, with truth and (procedural) right
ness on the one side and truthfulness on the other. I now want to focus 
on another type of asymmetry, one that brings truthfulness into a special 
relation to truth. 

An important question related to the redemption of the truthfulness 
claim involves the problem of what the claim actually refers to. From the 
beginning Habermas has maintained that the claim to truthfulness is 
connected to the person's expression of intent and that the yes/no stand 
is taken on the adequacy of the expression, not on the correspondence 
of the expression to the person's "inner life." While it is true that some 
of his comments suggest the exact opposite, in the more important 
places--and where he is making an explicit effort to make himself un
derstood-his responses only make sense if we understand him as saying 
that the yes/no stand on truthfulness is taken on the expression itself. 
This position, as he is prepared to acknowledge, goes against the com
monsense idea that there is a correspondence between an expression of 
intent and actual intent. According to the commonsense idea, truthful
ness points to a supposed correspondence between a person's expres
sion of intent and an intention that is "inside," just as truth refers to a 
supposed correspondence between a person's expression about some
thing in the world and a reality that is "outside." The idea of a correspon
dence of the contents of one's consciousness and an expression is also 
reflected in the philosophy of the subject, in which the sovereign indi
vidual takes decisions in isolation from other human beings and in ab
straction from the world. Thus Habermas's wish to refer to truthfulness 
in a way that does not reintroduce the idea of an inner life is also part of 
his attempt to steer clear of the philosophy of the subject. I argue that 
his attempt to disconnect truthfulness from an inner life is not con
sistent. 

In 1973 Habermas argues that the tradition of empiricism, in its privi· 
leging of propositional truth, falsely concluded that truthfulness could 
be reduced to truth relations. It is a mistake, he maintains, to hold that 
whereas truth, mediated by discourse, suggests a world external to the 
speaker, truthfulness, mediated by discourse, similarly brings into view 
an inner world to which the speaker has privileged access. Rather, truth
fulness has to be conceived in terms of a validity claim, tied to represen
tative speech acts, that signifies the meaning of what is said. Whereas 
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"trUth" refers to the meaning of a proposition that asserts a correspon
dence with the external world, "truthfulness" refers not to the inner 
world of the speaker, but rather to the "sense in which I give expression 
to an intention." He explicitly states that truthfulness is not a relation be
tween an expressed intentional sentence and the person's "inner" expe· 
rience: "As soon as we conceive of truthfulness as a relation between an 
expressed intentional sentence and an inner experience or condition, 
we have already conceived according to the model of truth relations and 
failed. In acts of self-description I maintain nothing about inner episodes; 
I make no statements at all; rather I give expression to intentions." The 
possibility of untruthfulness refers to whether the person's expression, 
not the person, deludes or leads astray, and the possibility of delusion 
and self-delusion has "nothing" to do with untruth (Unwahrheit) 
(236-37). 

In 1973 when Habermas still viewed truthfulness as a nondiscursively 
redeemable claim, he looked to the model of psychoanalysis. Within that 
model, conditions for the discursive redemption of truth and rightness 
validity claims are satisfied because of the self-reflection produced in 
psychoanalytic conversation. However, it is precisely because psychoan
alytic conversation is not "relieved of action" and "free of experience" 
that it is also able to provide for the "discursive" redemption of the nor
mally nondiscursive claim to truthfulness. "The true interpretation 
makes possible, simultaneously, the truthfulness of the subject in utter
ances, with which until then he had deceived (possibly others, but at 
least) himself." This reconciliation of truth and truthfulness remains ob
scure, but suggests the force of their interconnection. As a rule, truthful
ness validity claims can be tested only in "relationships of action." The 
best communication is the one "in which, along with a truth claim, a 
truthfulness claim can be 'discursively' tested (and found to be unjusti
fied)" (259-60).14 However, while the psychoanalytic model is sugges
tive, it does not really challenge the commonsense view that truthful
ness refers to a relation between an expressed intentional sentence and 
inner experience, nor does it adequately explain why it is the person's 
expression, not the person, that deludes or leads astray. 

Habermas gives insufficient attention to the question of why an inner 

14. Cf. similar remarks in Habermas's "Some Difficulties in the Attempt to Link Theory 
and Praxis," in his Theory and Practice, 23-24. {"Some Difficulties" first appeared in 
1971.) 
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' life seems to be attached to the truthfulness claim. But the point I wantl 

to make here is that, in 1973, he was unequivocal in his view that truth.:: 
fulness should not be identified with an inner life. As unconvincing as his 
argument might be at this stage, it is hard to make it compatible with the: 
theory of communicative action ( 1981 ), in which he openly and repeat •. 
edly thematizes a subjective world. Nonetheless, not even his later, and 
repeated, references to a subjective world are evidence that Habennas 
has changed his mind about the mistake of identifying the truthfulness 
claim with an inner life. In 1983, for example, he was still arguing against 
the idea of an inner life, as can be seen from his discussion of Ernst Th
gendhat's attempt to explain practical discourses on the model of first· 
person intentional sentences. I want to examine Habermas's response to 
Tugendhat because it confirms my argument that from the beginning to 

the end, he has not wanted to identify truthfulness with an inner life and 
understands such an identification as a failure to secure oneself from the 
consciousness tradition of the philosophy of the subject. 

As reconstructed by Habermas, Tugendhat's argument for establishing 
practical discourses on the model of first-person intentional sentences 
has to be viewed, initially, in the context of his denial that an intersub
jective relation is necessary for resolving disputes related to proposi
tional and intentional sentences. The individual might enter an intersub
jective relation to settle matters of truth and truthfulness, but according 
to Thgendhat, there is no structural requirement for such a relationship. 
But if, as he maintains, an intersubjective relation is unnecessary for de
cisions on truth and truthfulness, he needs to explain why he thinks that 
such a relation is required for issues related to normative rightness. Why 
is it that it is only when a decision is reached through argument that we 
consider a norm to have been justified? Thgendhat's response is that the 
process of justifying norms can be understood on the model of the justi
fication connected to first-person intentional sentences. In intentional 
sentences the individual concerned becomes the ultimate authority on 
decisions regarding what is in her best interest and what action she 
ought to undertake. If we extend the intentional model to the delibera
tions of a group, he argues, the participation of all concerned can be 
viewed as necessary to ensure that everyone has an equal chance to 
have her reasons included in the common decision and not, as Haber
mas would have it, to secure a cognitive basis for justifying norms.15 

15. Habennas, Moral Consciousness, 68-72. 
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oabennas notes that Thgendhat's argument is steeped in semanticist 
presuppositions; these he finds problematical in their own right. How
ever, given his aim to elaborate a cognitivist ethical theory, he is under
standably concerned about Tugendhat's central contention that practi
cal discourses have a volitional, rather than cognitive, basis. He argues 
that even apart from Thgendhat's suspect semanticist approach, the case 
tor viewing the justification of norms on the model of first-person inten
tional sentences is flawed, notably because the idea of impartiality is a 
fundamental intuition that cannot be reduced to the idea of a "balance of 
power" among discourse participants. He points out that even Thgend
hat's predicate "equally good for everyone" already assumes the neces
sity of an impartial judgment about everyone's interests and that this re
quirement cannot be understood in terms of an equal opportunity to 
press for one's own interests. The difficulty, according to Habermas, re
sults from a conftation of validity claims and power claims, but can be 
traced to the starting point of Tugendhat's model-a semantic explica
tion of the predicate "equally good for everyone." He maintains that in
stead of beginning from semanticist presuppositions, we have to see that 
"equally good for everyone" expresses a rule of argumentation of practi
cal discourses. From that perspective, the idea of impartiality, which is at 
the basis of the moral "ought," is "rooted in the structures of argumenta
tion themselves and does not need to be lwougbt in from the outside as 
a supplementary nonnative content."16 

In 1991 Habennas similarly challenges what he sees as Thgendhat's at
tempt to trace the moral "ought" to the "inner sanctum" and suggests 
that "central feelings of shame and guilt" are "secondary phenomena to 
the extent that they are reactions to the violation of legitimate expecta
tions grounded ultimately in the reciprocity of the structures of recogni
tion underlying communities in general." According to Habermas, we 
are socialized to suppose that there is such an "inner sanctum," but be
hind the moral "ought" what we actually find is "the unforced force of 
the good reasons in terms of which moral insights impress themselves 
on consciousness as convictions."17 

Habennas's debate with Thgendhat is not simply an argument for un
derstanding practical discourses as cognitive rather than volitional, but 

16. Ibid., 72-76. 
17. )urgen Habermas, "Remarks on Discourse Ethics," injustijication and Applica

tion, 44 If. (This essay was first published in German in 1991.) Cf. also Habermas's com
ments on Thgendhat in his TCA, 1:313-14. 
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also an attempt to discredit the idea of an "inner sanctum." Nonetheless, 
despite his rejection of the "inner sanctum" in relation to practical dis
courses, he risks reintroducing the problem in connection with what he 
calls the "subjective" world. The question I want to address here is 
whether Habermas successfully avoids the notion of an "inner sanctum." 
Without holding him responsible for the difficulties of his interpreters, it 
is fair to say that he has provided some basis for the views of ( sympa
thetic) readers who have interpreted his truthfulness validity claim as 
referring to some claim to correspondence of expressed intent and ac
tual intent. If the claim represents sincerity or "lack of deception" on the 
part of the speaker, if a speech act requires that a speaker express his or 
her "inner life" in the shape of an explication of his or her intentions, 
wishes, feelings, and so on, it does not seem unreasonable to conclude 
that assumptions are being made about an authentic self that inhabits the 
subjective world and to which the speaker has privileged access. The 
mysteriousness of this "inner life" seems implicit in Habermas's state
ment that "nothing can be learned in an objectivating attitude about 
inner nature qua subjectivity."18 In response to a question from Thomas 
McCarthy about how this statement might be interpreted, he suggests 
that it should be understood "only in the sense of a rejection of purely 
objectivistic approaches to psychology."19 But Habermas does not deal 
with the implied premise of McCarthy's question that there is in fact an 
inner life, that the expressed intent of the speaker should more or less 
correspond to the person's actual intent, and that the truthfulness claim 
is meant to test that correspondence. 

Many of Habermas's formulations are sufficiently ambiguous to allow 
for the inference that the expressed intent has something to do with an 
inner life. One might refer, for example, to his statement that a success
ful utterance "must count as truthful insofar as it expresses something 
intended by the speaker" or to his claim that a speaker's "communica
tive competence" includes an ability to "express his intentions in such a 
way that the linguistic expression represents what is intended. "20 As 
well, he refers to the "expressive attitude" as one in which "a subject 
presenting himself reveals to a public something within him to which he 

18. Habennas, TCA, 1:237. See Cooke,LanguageandReason, 7211., who also raises 
questions about expressive speech acts. 

19. Habennas, "Questions and Counterquestions," 205. a. McCarthy, "Re.llections on 
Rationalization," 180. 

20. Habennas, "What Is Universal Pragmatics?" 28-29. 
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haS privileged access,"21 and he emphasizes that one of the functions of 
speech acts is to "serve the process of self-representation-in which 
case the speaker makes reference to something in the subjective world 
to which he has privileged access."22 (There are numerous examples 
that might be given.) Additional questions arise in Habermas's sugges
tion that there is an intuitive link between truthfulness and truth. 23 In 
sum, while he does not want to identify truthfulness with an inner life, 
he does not seem to be able to avoid the assumptions of a model of in
tentionality. In fact, he is so dependent on those assumptions that he 
uses them to explain his theory's most important distinction: between 
language oriented to reaching understanding and language oriented to 
consequences. 

Habermas defends the view that language oriented to reaching under
standing is the primary mode of language use and that language oriented 
to consequences, or the instrumental or strategic use of language, is 
"parasitic" on language oriented to reaching understanding. The ques
tion comes down to the self-sufficiency of the speech act. He maintains 
that the speech act is self-sufficient because the "communicative intent 
of the speaker and the illocutionary aim he is pursuing follow from the 
manifest meaning of what is said." However, because illocutionary acts 
are "embedded in contexts of interaction," there is always the possibil
ity of side effects or perlocutions. Drawing on work by Austin, he argues 
that there are two kinds of side effects: those that the speaker does not 
foresee or does not intend are perlocutionary effects of a trivial kind, but 
perlocutions of a more serious order arise whenever a speaker, moti
vated by a wish to effect outcomes, uses speech for purposes that relate 
only contingently to the meaning of the utterance. Following Austin to 
the extradiscursive space of the speaker's intentions, he concludes that 
speech employed for instrumental or strategic purposes is not meaning-

21. Habennas, TCA, 1:309. 
22. Habennas, Moral Consciousness, 136. 
23. Habennas, TCA, 1:444-45 n. 84, discusses the link between truthfulness and truth 

by referring to the following example. "H Peter truthfully confesses to loving Frances, we 
feel entitled to accept as true the assertion that Peter loves Frances. And if, conversely, 
the assertion that Peter loves Frances is true, we feel entitled to accept as truthful Peter's 
Confession that he loves Frances." In tenns of the rules of propositional logic this transi· 
tion-which assimilates expressive and constative speech acts--cannot be justified. What 
needs to be explained, according to Habermas, is why this transition is intuitively allow
able. By contrast, we resist the assimilation of constative (truth) and regulative (right· 
ness) speech acts with the same propositional content: what is true is not necessarily just, 
and what is just is not necessarily true. 



170 COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 1 
ful within the internal structure of the speech act, but derives its mea.J 
ing or makes sense only with reference to the "context" or "external'!! 
considerations. According to Habermas, Austin shows that "illocu.J 
tionary results stand in a conventionally regulated or internal connec .. : 
tion with speech acts, whereas perlocutionary dfects remain external to' 
the meaning of what is said." Similarly, with reference to the work of 
P. F. Strawson, he makes the following claim: if strategic speech can sue. 
ceed only if speakers do not make known their perlocutionary aims. 
then speech acts can be used for "nonillocutionary" aims only on the: 
condition that they are structured to achieving illocutionary aims. 24 

Habermas has had to respond to various criticisms of his use of the 
terms "illocution" and "perlocution," and he has since provided some 
"terminological clarification." For example, he admits that he has tended 
to treat perlocutions as undifferentiated and that earlier ( 1981) he had 
not distinguished "latent-strategic" and "manifest" perlocutions. An ex
ample of the latter is the bank robber's demand "Hands Up!" which is 
marked by a deficit in illocutionary force and whose "acceptability" de
pends on the threat of sanctions. In the context of this clarification, Ha
bermas's characterization of strategic speech is based on perlocutions 
that are "latent-strategic" and not "manifest." He maintains, however. 
that this revision does not affect his earlier view in any meaningful way, 
and he explains: "I term those dfects strategically intended which come 
about only if they are not declared or if they are caused by deceptive 
speech acts that merely pretend to be valid."25 This reiteration of the 
view expressed in the theory of communicative action only highlights 
the difficulty, however. In his debate with Thgendhat, he attempts to 
avoid the idea of an "inner sanctum" by looking to the structures of ar
gumentation. But to defend the idea that language oriented to reaching 
understanding is the original mode of language use, he resorts to the 
very intentional model he has been trying to avoid. 26 

Analogous problems arise in the area of action, where Habermas at-

24. Ibid., 286-95. 
25. Jiirgen Habennas, "A Reply," in Honneth and}oas, Communicative Action, 239 ff. 

a. Jiirgen Habennas, Nacbmetapbysiscbes Denken: Pbtlosopbiscbe Aufsiitze (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1988), 71 ff. 

26. a. Habennas, "Vorbereitende Bemerkungen," 131-32. In that essay, published at 
a time when he thought in terms of two areas of validity, facts and norms, Habennas ar
gues that the acceptability of a speech act is not a function of the speaker's truthfulness. 
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teJD.Pts to distinguish communicative action from strategic action. 27 In 
that regard, he explains that the terms "communicative" and "strategic" 
are not simply analytical, but points of view under which concrete ac
tions can be classified. He explains that he does not want "to use the 
terms 'strategic' and 'communicative' only to designate two analytic as
pects under which the same action could be described ... as a reciprocal 
infiuencing of one another by opponents acting in a purposive-rational 
manner and ... as a process of reaching understanding among members 
of a lifeworld." However, the only way to identify concrete actions as 
falling into the one type or the other is to ascertain the actor's inten
tions. Habermas writes that concrete actions have to be distinguished 
according to ''whether the participants adopt a success-oriented attitude 
or one oriented to reaching understanding," also that "under suitable 
conditions, these attitudes should be identifiable on the basis of the intu
itive knowledge of the participants themselves."28 1bis position, too, re
mains unaffected by his revised view of perlocutions. He explains that 
he understands communicative action as the type of action in which illo
cutionary aims must be pursued ''without reservation," and he contin
ues to insist that his distinction between communicative and strategic 
action is "not only analytical. "29 

Habermas's use of a model of intentionality goes against his expressed 
aims and further undermines his attempt to identify the rational internal 
structure of the lifeworld. According to his argument for a communica
tively structured lifeworld, the truthfulness claim has to be rooted in the 
structures of argument. It cannot also refer to the extralinguistic space 
of an inner life secure from the intersubjective and public process asso
ciated with the redemption of validity claims. If Habermas both rejects 
the idea of an inner life and brings it back into his analysis at crucial 
points, truthfulness may be the most basic of the three validity spheres 
that he identifies, notwithstanding his inability to show its criticizability. 

The fact that Habermas has not been able to show that truthfulness is 
discursively redeemable on the order of truth and (procedural) right· 

27. Habermas, "Reply to My Critics," 263-69, attempts to clarify his concepts of ac· 
tion. See also his "Reply," in Honneth and}oas, Communicative Action, 242-43, where 
he denies all suggestions that he has in any way identified the "practice of speech with 
that of social action." 

28. Habermas, TCA, 1:286. 
29. Habermas, "Reply," in Honneth andjoas, 240-42. 



172 COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 

ness claims carries implications for his expanded concept of rationality 
and for his interpretation of the lifeworld. Whereas his aim is to show 
that the differentiation into culture, society, and personality represents a 
rationalization of the lifeworld, that differentiation can be taken as estab
lishing provision for reasoned action only on a limited range of matters 
in the modem type of lifeworld-matters related to propositional truth 
and procedural rightness. Moreover, the differentiation of the lifeworld, 
as Habermas describes it, does not indicate a rationalization of the life
world as such, not even for modernity. Even apart from the question of 
the large area of "good life" questions that must be factored out of moral 
theory in order to allow him to establish the rational basis of rightness 
claims, his formal-pragmatic argument cannot determine criticizability 
for truthfulness, so that truthfulness claims retain an uncertain status. 
Caught between form a11d content, they help structure the speech situa
tion, but unlike truth and (procedural) rightness claims, they have noth
ing comparable to the principles of induction and universalization that 
allow for a temporary suspension from the world of experiences. 

My analysis also raises questions about what attitude feminists should 
take to Habermas's moral theory. Up to this point I have maintained that 
his moral theory cannot address important areas of feminist concern, 
but I have not said that he is not justified in giving primacy to justice 
questions of a procedural sort. I propose to conclude the chapter by say
ing why that primacy cannot be justified. 

Throughout his theory of communicative action and related writings, 
Habermas emphasizes the importance of understanding the rationaliza
tion of the lifeworld in terms of the "abstraction of universal lifeworld 
structures from the particular configurations of totalities of forms of life" 
at the levels of culture, society, and personality. For culture this means 
"the constant revision of traditions ... that have become reflective," for 
society, "formal and ultimately discursive procedures for establishing 
and grounding norms," and for personality, "a highly abstract ego-iden
tity."30 Given this emphasis on abstraction and formal analysis, there is 
an understandable tendency for feminists to suspect that Habermas's ex
clusion of gender-related issues from his definition of the moral domain 
is attributable to a division of form and content and to conclude that his 
theory simply continues the prejudice, intrinsic to the philosophy of the 

30. Habennas, Pbtlosopbical Discourse of Modernity, 344-45. 



subject, of identifying women with the bodily and emotional aspects of 
life that cannot be submitted to "rational" decisions. Habermas's theory 
continues to give expression to that prejudice. Moreover, from a femi
nist perspective, his decision to view gender-related issues as not 
"strictly normative" might just as well indicate a problem with his defi
nition of the moral realm as an insufficient level of normativity of the 
phenomena concerned. Nonetheless, the matter of Habermas's treat
ment of gender cannot be reduced to the form/content division. As I ar
gued in an earlier chapter, Benhabib is mistaken to claim that he does 
not acknowledge the content of the formally derived rules of argumen
tation that he builds into his discourse ethics. Here I want to reiterate 
that his procedural model of morality is not free of content and it does 
not make any such claim. The problem is rather the type of content that 
gets included in Habermas's model, as well as the precise role that con
tent plays in his moral theory. 

I suggest that we understand Habermas's discourse ethics as making 
reference to three types of content: ( 1) the content of the formally prag
matically derived rules of argumentation, ( 2) the content associated 
with substantive moral principles, and ( 3) a vaguely defined "contingent 
content" that he situates "outside" practical discourse. The first refers to 
the basic rights of universal access and equal participation that Haber
mas locates in the process rules of argument; with his characterization of 
that type of content I am substantially in agreement. The second com
prises basic norms for regulating action, substantive guidelines, substan
tive principles, and the like, that, according to Habermas, are the subject 
matter of moral argumentation. Here, tOQ, I find little with which to dis
agree. My concern is with the third type of content, the "contingent 
content" that is supplied by the lifeworld and that seems to be the 
ground of practical discourse. "Contingent content" is implied in Haber
mas's statement that practical discourses are "always related to the con
crete point of departure of a disturbed normative agreement." Similarly, 
he refers to "antecedent disruptions [that] determine the topics that are 
up for discussion" and claims that practical discourse is "dependent 
upon contingent content being fed into it from outside." The idea of 
contingent content is also a critical point in the analysis because all such 
content is subject to a process, practical discourse, in which particular 
values, such as those related to gender and other good-life issues, are 
"ultimately discarded as being not susceptible to consensus." The prin
ciple of universalization, as the core part of the logic of practical dis-
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course, "acts like a knife that makes razor-sharp cuts between evaluative 
statements and strictly nonnative ones, between the good and the just." 
Habermas admits that the principle of universalization is "selective": it 
precludes moral deliberation on certain kinds of questionsY 

The key element in the selection of which questions are to be viewed 
as strictly moral is whether they allow for a hypothetical attitude. We 
can understand Habermas as raising contextualist concerns when he ar
gues that socialized individuals cannot take a hypothetical attitude 
toward the "form of life and the personal life history that have shaped 
their own identity." However, unlike contextualists, he does not draw 
the conclusion that it is not possible to take a hypothetical attitude at all, 
or that a claim to impartiality involves an illusion that must be aban
doned. In his view, if the claim to impartiality can only give rise to an "il
lusion," that "illusion" is still a "reality" in that it has structuring signifi
cance for relations between communicative actors. He thus maintains 
that in addition to questions of lifeworld identity, there are questions in 
reference to which individuals acquire the ability to step back from their 
lifeworld, so that, momentarily at least, the "fusion of validity and social 
acceptance" that characterizes the lifeworld dissolves. 32 

The aim of discourse ethics is not to say in advance which questions 
permit a hypothetical attitude and can be viewed as moral. Rather, dis
course ethics names "only a procedure: practical discourse." As a proce
dure for testing the normative validity of proposed norms of action, 
practical discourse ties the validity of a hypothetical norm to the assent 
of all those affected, as long as that assent includes a consideration of 
everyone's interest and takes into account the consequences and side ef
fects for each individual that might be expected from a general obser
vance of the norm. It is within this process that "particular values are ul
timately discarded as being not susceptible to consensus," and among 
the particular values discarded are issues of the good life, including 
those related to gender, ''which invariably deal with the totality of a par
ticular form of life or the totality of an individual life history. "33 Practical 

31. Habennas,Moral Consciousness, 103-4. 
32. Ibid., 104, 108. 
33. Ibid., 103-4. See also 85-86, where he denies that an analysis of the presupposi

tions of moral argumentation can be used to derive norms that have normative force out
side the context of argumentation. In response to worries that the level of abstraction re
quired by his procedural model of morality indicates an ethnocentric point of departure, 
Habermas argues, in his "Remarks on the Discussion," 129, that proceduralism is "the 
very thing that protects us from a Eurocentric self-exaggeration." 
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discourse, structured by the principle of universalization, thus identifies 
which questions are moral and which are evaluative, which are to be in
terpreted in terms of justice, conceived in terms of the generalizability 
of interests, and which are to be interpreted as issues of the good life, to 

be left to the participants themselves and decided against the back
ground assumptions of a historicallifeworld. 

The universalization principle is not neutral, and Habermas does not 
deny this. He has also said that the philosopher has to "explain the moral 
point of view, and-as far as possible-justify the claim to universality of 
this explanation, showing why it does not merely reflect the moral intu
itions of the average, male, middle-class member of a modem Western 
society. "34 So the question is how the selectivity of the principle of uni
versalization can be justified. Even if one agrees that the distinction be
tween moral and evaluative questions can be explained in terms of 
whether they provide for a hypothetical attitude, this explanation is not 
a justification for why we should accept the distinction itself. As I view 
the matter, Habermas would likely respond to charges of possible andro
centrism just as he responds to charges of possible Eurocentrism, that is, 
he would suggest that the selectivity of his universalization principle is 
based on his transcendental-pragmatic argument. As I indicated in Chap
ter 3, however, the transcendental-pragmatic argument can be clarified 
within the discourse ethics, but it cannot be defended there. That is why 
Habermas's moral theory is ultimately dependent on his formal-prag
matic theory of argumentation and why he refers to that theory at im
portant points in his discourse ethics. 

If I am right about Habermas's inability to sustain his formal-pragmatic 
analysis, he also cannot defend the selectivity of his universalizability 
principle. That selectivity, having once again come into question, raises 
anew the distinction he makes between justice and the good life. Above, 
I suggested that even if we accept the split between justice and the good 
life, criticizable validity can only be shown for truth and (procedural) 
rightness. However, if the selectivity of Habermas's universalizability 
principle comes into question, the privileging of justice questions in 
moral theory is no longer assured. The exclusion of gender-related is
sues under the title of good-life questions now takes on more critical di
mensions. Just as Habermas's understanding of the concept of social 

34. Jiirgen Habermas, "A Philosophico-Political Profile," interview in his Autonomy 
and Solidarity, 158. 
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labor does not include the "female" labor of socialization, and just as his 
system/lifeworld distinction reproduces that difficulty, his linguistic
pragmatic concept of communicative rationality excludes gender-re
lated issues from the definition of the moral domain. He views these is
sues as not "strictly normative," just as he views "female" labor as not 
strictly "social" labor. In neither case can his argument be defended ra
tionally. 



EIGHT 

ART 

In Habermas's theory of communicative action, art, science, and morality 
are three autonomous spheres of value culturally and institutionally differ
entiated in modernity, each under its own universal validity claim. Accord
ing to Habennas, the validity claim for the sphere of art is "authentidty or 
beauty," and the internal development of art in conjunction with this valid
ity claim gives rise to "objective advances, improvements, enhancements" 
specific to art. He also refers to an "artistic enterprise," that is, to a "cultural 
system of action" that extends to the production, distribution, and recep
tion of art and to the mediation of cultural understanding provided by art 
criticism. While Habennas was later to withdraw the claim that beauty can 
be identified with truthfulness, he still retains the view that the ''value-en
hancing" rationalization of art includes "aesthetic-expressive knowledge by 
individuals of their own subjectivity or inner nature." This type of knowl
edge is gained through therapeutic dialogue, as well as through explication 
of the values underlying "need interpretations, the interpretations of de
sires and emotional attitudes." He suggests that value standards are "re
flected in an exemplary manner" in works of art, including literature, 
music, and the fine arts, and he identifies aesthetic-practical knowledge as 
a type of knowledge connected to the sphere of art He concludes that for 
aesthetic-practical knowledge, the relevant form of argumentation is thera
peutic and aesthetic critique and the model of transmitted knowledge is 
the work of art. Thus, he maintains, art can be understood, like sdence and 
morality, as an autonomous value sphere with a distinctive form of argu
mentation and a distinctive production of knowledge.1 

1. Habermas, TCA, 1:165-77,334. 
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Despite this programmatic gesture, Habermas's views on art ' 

sketchy and difficult to reconstruct, let alone assess. We need a fuller ·. 
scription of aesthetic-practical knowledge and its rationality and ~ 
explanation of how the three rationalities (aesthetic-practical, cogniti~ 
instrumental, and moral-practical) are mediated in everyday comm~j 
cative practice. A very problematical aspect of the proposal is his claioll 
that the "inner logic" of art involves a process of rationalization, or a cu-! 
mutative type of learning. 2 Even sympathetic readers remain large1y' 
skeptical,3 and one might be tempted to say that Habermas's position ott; 
art is ill-considered, underdeveloped, neglected in part because of his 
deeper interest in moral-practical rationality. But the fact remains that 
he regards art as one of three autonomous spheres of value culturally 
and institutionally differentiated out in modernity and he understands 
the internal development of each sphere as an integral part of the ratio
nalization of the lifeworld. He also offers his model of autonomous 
spheres as an argument against aesthetic modernism and in support of 
his "project of modernity." We would be mistaken to think that Maher
mas's references to art, however fragmentary and unsatisfactory, are an 
unimportant part of his theory. 

In a 1980 talk, which Habermas gave upon receiving the Adorno prize 
from the city of Frankfurt, he explains that the cultural and institutional 
development of autonomous art was made possible, in the period of the 
Renaissance, when the category of beauty and the idea of beautiful ob
jects were first constituted. Literature, music, and the fine arts had for
merly been tied to church and court, but in the Renaissance they began 
to assert their independence, a process that culminated in the middle of 
the nineteenth century with the rise of a consciousness of "art for art's 
sake." At the same time modem art, with its claim to know the ''whole" 
of life, also became a "critical mirror" through which to view the social 
world and, from the beginning, held out the promise of a deliverance 
from a world divided against itself. This utopia of reconciliation, intrin· 
sic to art, is basically at odds with art's claim to autonomous develop
ment, and as artists became preoccupied with aesthetic objects, the 
promised utopia became ever more elusive. Radical attempts to force a 

2. This claim is required by the model of autonomous spheres. See Habermas, TCA, 
1:239. 

3. See the essays in Bernstein, Habermas and Modernity, esp. Martin Jay, "HabermaS 
and Modernism," 125-39. 
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reconciliation between art and life-notably, the surrealist revolts--had 
exaggerated expectations. According to Haberrnas, they took art at its 
word and mistakenly assumed that art did in fact have the special knowl
edge it claimed to have. He also thinks that while aesthetic modernism 
baS begun to lose its luster, we are still captivated by the nineteenth
century "cult of the new": the "distinguishing mark" of the modern is 
the "new," and whatever is new will be "overcome and made obsolete 
through the novelty of the next style."4 

Habermas regards as "nonsense experiments" all those avant-gardist 
attempts "to level art and life, fiction and praxis, appearance and reality 
to one plane ... to declare everything to be art and everyone to be an 
artist, to retract all criteria and to equate aesthetic judgment with the 
expression of subjective experiences." More tragic, however, is the fact 
that the "cult of the new" amounts to an "exaltation of the present." The 
changed consciousness of time, expressed through the metaphors of 
vanguard and avant-garde, reflects "the experience of mobility in soci
ety, of acceleration in history, of discontinuity in everyday life," but the 
"new value placed on the transitory, the elusive and the ephemeral, the 
very celebration of dynamism, discloses a longing for an undefiled, im
maculate and stable present." Even worse, this longing for a stable pres
ent feeds into the prejudices of neoconservatives like Daniel Bell, who 
view demands for self-realization and authentic self-experience as prod
ucts of an "adversary culture" and call for a revival of religious faith to 
provide individuals with the stable identities needed for successful inte
gration into society and work 5 

Haberrnas's concerns about neoconservativism seem even more rele
vant today, as everywhere in the West economic problems are being ad
dressed through a withdrawal from social programs and a return to 
traditional values. I also grant that aestheticism drives much postmod
ernism. But Haberrnas goes too far (in 1980) when he calls Foucault and 
Derrida ''young conservatives." More remains to be said about contem
porary theory and practice, especially about the boundary Habermas 

4. Habennas, "Modernity-An Incomplete Project," 3-15. 
5. Ibid., 4 ff. a. Habermas, "Neoconservative Culture Criticism in the United States 

and West Germany: An Intellectual Movement in Two Political Cultures," in Bernstein, 
Habermas and Modernity, 78-94. a. also Peter Burger, "The Significance of the Avant· 
Garde for Contemporary Aesthetics: A Reply to Jiirgen Habermas," New German Critique 
22 (Winter 1981): 19-22. For a discussion of the aesthetic dimensions of feminism and 
critical theory, see Michelle Renaud, "Critical Theory, Utopia, and Feminism" (Ph.D. diss., 
Carleton University, Ottawa, 1995 ). 
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wants to draw between the postmodemism of a Foucault or a De 
and his own vision of the "project of modernity" that gives up the "u 
concentration upon art. "6 

As I discussed in an earlier chapter, Habermas views the postmoderni 
questioning of rationality as ineffective, as always on the verge of 
overwhelmed by instrumental reason, and tending to fall back into 
theticism. In his book on the philosophical discourse of modemity,7 ill 
which this oppositional stance is particularly conspicuous, he argueai] 
that Foucault and Derrida, like Horkheimer and Adorno, mean to be crit-'J 

~ 

ics of subject-centered reason when they take up Nietzschean-type anal..r,j 
yses, but that having taken on the limitations of Nietzsche's aestheticismtl 

' they can only sway helplessly back and forth between the transcenden- ' 
tal and the empirical and do not see that the ''way out" actually lies in an,' 
identification and clarification of the normative and intersubjective ele- ' 
ments of their own critical practice. Habermas makes this argument
over and over against these and other theorists, and he claims that to es- . 
cape the pitfalls of the philosophy of the subject, we need a "different 
paradigm"-the paradigm of mutual understanding ( 310 ). I have already 
shown that his critical assessment of Foucault and Derrida has limited 
success and in the end points to shortcomings in his own theory. Let me 
now tum to the other part of his argument, namely, that his concept of 
communicative reason is an alternative to the aesthetically based and 
subject-centered reason typical of postmodemism. 

Habermas claims that his theory's starting point is different from that 
of postmodern analyses influenced by Nietzsche and that this starting 
point allows for different conclusions. He maintains that Nietzschean
type analyses begin from the "embodied, speaking and acting subject," 
show that this subject is "not master in its own house," and conclude 
that the "subject positing itself in knowledge is in fact dependent upon 
something prior, anonymous, and transsubjective-be it the dispensa
tion of Being, the accident of structure-formation, or the generative 
power of some discourse formation." Once the logos of an "omnipotent 
subject" is shown to be a "misadventure" and the "defenses of subject
centered reason are razed," there is the hope that the logos will some-

6. Habermas, "Modernity-An Incomplete Project," 8 ff. Cf. Nancy Fraser, "Michd 
Foucault: A 'Young Conservative'?" in her Unruly Practices: Power, Discourse, and Gen
der in Contemporary Social Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989 ), 
35-54. 

7. Habermas, Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. 
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bOW or other collapse. He describes his own theory as a "different, less 
draffiatic, but step-by-step testable critique of the Western emphasis on 
logos." Instead of starting from the "embodied, speaking, and acting sub
ject," the theory of communicative action begins from an "attack on the 
abStractions surrounding logos itself, as free of language, as universalist, 
and as disembodied." If we take this approach, he maintains, we can see 
that Western logocentrism is a "systematic foreshortening and distor
tion of a potential always already operative in the communicative prac
tice of everyday life." This potential has been only "selectively ex
ploited" because Western self-understanding, reinforced by the 
philosophy of the subject, views human beings as "distinguished in their 
relationship to the world by their monopoly on encountering entities, 
knowing and dealing with objects, making true statements, and imple
menting plans." In his view, this self-understanding has to change if we 
are to understand the potential for reason in the communicative prac
tices of everyday life, and it can change once we see that it is not the 
"use of propositions per se" but the "communicative use of proposition
ally differentiated language" that characterizes a sociocultural form of 
life and makes it possible to sustain the necessarily social reproduction 
of life of the human species ( 310-12 ). 

Habermas's argument that communicative reason is an alternative to 
subject-centered reason is based on a strategy of expansion. His basic 
claim is that Western self-understanding confines reason ontologically, 
epistemologically, and linguistically "to only one of its dimensions," 
whereas his formal-pragmatic analysis is an argument for a three-dimen
sional viewoftheworld. He argues, in the mode ofhis theory of commu
nicative action, that there is an internal connection between meaning 
and validity not only for truth but also for rightness and truthfulness, so 
that we can refer not just to a ''world" of facts, but also to a ''world" of 
norms and to a ''world" of subjective experiences. He maintains that this 
recognition of three worlds follows from the identification of three areas 
of criticizable validity and that it allows us to expand the phenomeno
logical concept of the lifeworld. It becomes possible to refer not only to 
the background knowledge needed for propositional contents (culture), 
but also to two additional types of background knowledge: the "tacitly 
presupposed solidarities on which illocutionary acts are based" (soci
ety) and the "background of the speaker's intentions" (personality). 
Whereas subject-centered reason looks to standards of truth and success 
governing the relation of the knowing subject to the external world of 
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objects, communicative reason refers to all three components of speech 
acts (propositional, illocutionary, and intentional) and is based on the 
"capacity of responsible participants in interaction to orient themselves 
in relation to validity claims geared to intersubjective recognition" 
(311-14). 

According to Habermas, his theory breaks with the philosophy of the 
subject because, if intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity has 
to occur over three worlds, validity can no longer be understood simply 
in relation to the objective world and there is no longer any need for the 
figure of the "knowing subject" that sees only a world of entities and is 
compulsively driven to turn everything around itself into objects. He 
also claims that this argument applies not only to the individual subject, 
as in classical liberalism, but also to the collective "self-referential sub
ject-writ-large," as in praxis philosophy. Whereas Marx understood class 
struggle, revolution, and the release of the emancipatory potential built 
up in the forces of production as an "intrinsically rational process," com
municative reason is no longer tied to a Marxian philosophy of history, 
but is "derived from the structures of linguistically generated intersub
jectivity and concretized in terms of rationalization processes in the life
world." One might want to object that Habermas is providing something 
equivalent to the idea of an "intrinsically rational process" in his claim 
that the differentiation of the lifeworld into culture, society, and person
ality is also the release of a potential for rationality supposedly inherent 
in communicative action, but anticipating that objection, he argues that 
such a process cannot be understood as "self-reflection writ large" 
(347-48). While rational reconstruction provides for a "heightening 
consciousness" of the human situation, it does this through the attention 
it gives to "anonymous rule systems" and not, as in subject-centered rea
son, through self-reflection ( 300 ). 

But does the attention Habermas gives to "anonymous rule systems" 
break with the philosophy of the subject? A major claim of his theory is 
that lifeworld reproduction cannot be reduced to either social integra
tion or socialization, and that the two processes are connected with 
each other and with cultural reproduction. Habermas is talking about 
the simultaneous and interconnected social reproduction of groups and 
individuals in a communicatively structured lifeworld. However, this 
view is still based on the idea of groups and individuals and is not neces
sarily controversial from a Marxist perspective. It is at least conceivable 
that a communicative reinterpretation of the social reproduction of indi-
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viduals and groups could be made compatible with praxis philosophy, in 
which the collectivity is a subject constituted by individuals. But here, 
in his discussion of the philosophical discourse of modernity, and in an 
attempt to distance himself from a subject-centered reason based on 
self-reflection, he claims that individuals and groups can be "members" 
of a lifeworld "only in a metaphorical sense" ( 343 ). I regard that state
ment, like Habermas's earlier claim that truthfulness has nothing to do 
with an inner life, as more of an unsuccessful attempt to avoid an unde
sirable outcome than a coherent explanation. My suspicion is height
ened by his remark about the "terminological difficulty" of expanding 
the ontological concept of world to include three worlds ( 314). Con
trary to what he says, the difficult is not simply terminological. 

Habermas's strategy of expansion involves understanding the social 
and subjective worlds on the model of the objective world. He writes 
that truthfulness and normative rightness are "truth-analogous con
cepts" and that the "relations of the speech act to the speaker's intention 
and to the addressee can ... be conceived in terms of the model of rela
tions to the objective world. "8 Even as proposed, and especially given 
his (unsuccessful) attempt to avoid understanding truthfulness on the 
model of truth, this strategy for expanding the truth model suggests that 
communicative reason might be more closely tied than Habermas 
would want to the image of a "knowing and purposively acting subject." 
This view is confirmed in my examination (in Chapter 7) of his formal
pragmatic analysis. As I discussed, Habermas patterns the rightness claim 
on the claim to propositional truth, argues that there are equivalent 
processes of rationalization in the moral-practical and the cognitive-in
strumental spheres, and claims that the principle of universalization in 
practical discourses is analogous to the principle of induction in theoret
ical ones. I have demonstrated that even if we accept the split he makes 
between justice and the good life in the moral-practical sphere, he can 
only establish two areas of criticizable validity-truth and (procedural) 
rightness. His inability to establish a third area of criticizability under
mines his expansionist strategy because that strategy, as he understands 
it, requires discursiveness, intersubjective recognition, and criticizable 
validity over the three worlds. 

8. Jiirgen Habennas, "Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning," in his Postmeta
pbysical Thinking: Pbilosopbical Essays, trans. William Mark Hohengarten (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1992), 75. 



184 COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 

Habermas's formal-pragmatic argumentation is flawed, and strt 
speaking, if I am right, this should be the end of the matter. But 
matter is not settled because my analysis follows Habermas's fo 
pragmatic argumentation and so does not address an understanding 
reason that while basic to his theory, cannot be addressed in fonn.ro< 
pragmatic terms. ;} 

Habermas's "project of modernity" requires that we give up ~ 
"usual concentration upon art." His argument is that the radical modern-l 
ist attempt to negate the abstraction of an autonomous art singled outj 
just one cultural value sphere, whereas a "reified everyday praxis can bel 
cured only by creating unconstrained interaction of the cognitive withf 
the moral-practical and the aesthetic-expressive elements."9 The idea of 
"unconstrained interaction" does not refer to the structural aspects of 
reason that are the object of Habermas's formal-pragmatic theory, but' 
rather to an everyday communicative practice wherein all three ratio-. 
nality spheres are supposedly intertwined. If the attempt to level the ab-: 
straction related to autonomous art is misguided because it allows the 
abstractions of science and morality to stand, what would it mean to 

cure a "reified everyday praxis" by establishing "unconstrained interac
tion" of elements belonging to all three spheres? This idea of reason can
not be translated into formal-pragmatic terms; yet it is fundamental to 
Habermas's response to aesthetic modernism. 

Nor is this reference to an everyday reason that we always already 
suppose an isolated incidence in Habermas's argumentative strategy. For 
example, in defending his theory of communicative action as an alterna
tive to postmodernism, he writes about a "potential always already oper
ative in the communicative practice of everyday life" and gives special 
emphasis to the "communicative use" of language. It is not difficult to 

see that more is at stake in his argument than an explication of linguistic 
structures. One can also point to formulations like "undamaged commu
nication" and "communication free of domination" and to statements 
about an idea of reason that is embodied, if "only in a distorted manner," 
in communicative structures and the relationships they make possible. 
"Again and again," he maintains, "this claim [to reason] is silenced; and 
yet in fantasies and deeds it develops a stubbornly transcending power, 
because it is renewed with each act of unconstrained understanding, 

9. Habermas, "Modernity-An Incomplete Project," 11-12. 
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with each moment of living together in solidarity, of successful individu
ation, and of saving emancipation."10 

Habermas presupposes an ideal of reason, but given the formal-prag
matic framework of his theory, the substance of the reason that he pre
supposes is not explicated, and in Habermas's view cannot be expli
cated. Nonetheless, he continues to insist that his theory is Marxian and 
even utopian. For example, he states that his concept of communicative 
reason "does contain a utopian perspective; in the structures of undam
aged intersubjectivity can be found a necessary condition for individuals 
reaching an understanding among themselves without coercion, as well 
as for the identity of an individual coming to an understanding with him
self or herself without force." This utopian perspective persists, despite 
the fact that his concept of communicative reason "comprises only for
mal determinations of the communicative infrastructure of possible 
forms of life and life-histories." 11 In fact, according to Habermas: "The 
utopian perspective of reconciliation and freedom is ingrained in the 
conditions for the communicative sociation of individuals; it is built into 
the linguistic mechanism of the reproduction of the species."12 This 
ideal of reason has to be viewed as aesthetically based rather than ratio
nally derived, and Habermas himself points to this connection between 
art and reason when he writes: "Modem art harbors a utopia that be
comes a reality to the degree that the mimetic powers sublimated in the 
work of art find resonance in the mimetic relations of a balanced and un
distorted intersubjectivity of everyday life."13 

To those readers who would like a more explicitly utopian theory, Ha-

10. Habennas, "Reply to My Critics," 221-28. 
11. Ibid., 227-28. He is responding to Agnes Heller, "Habermas and Marxism," in 

Thompson and Held, Critical Debates, 21 ff. a. Nancy Love, "What's Left of Marx?" in Ste
phen K. White, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Habermas (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995 ), 46-66. 

12. Habermas, TCA., 1 :398. 
13. Habermas, "Questions and Counterquestions," in Bernstein, Habermas and Mo· 

demity, 202. For a discussion of aesthetic judgment and community, see David Ingram, 
Reason, History, and Politics: The Communitarlan Grounds of Legitimation in the 
Modern Age (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 279 ff. See also Ingram, 
Habermas and the Dialectic of Reason (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), esp. 
180 ff., where he argues for a concept of aesthetic rationality as a way of dealing with the 
disjunction between theory and practice. a Peter J. McCormick, Modernity, Aesthetics, 
and the Bounds of Art (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 307-19, who correctly 
observes that Habennas does not give sufficient attention to how we are to understand 
the relation between rational action and "reconciliation." 
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bermas replies that his theory embodies an ideal of reason that cannot· 
be explicated. The fact that his answer discourages further questioning 
is itself a problem to be investigated. What is it about Habermas's under. 
standing of reason that it does not or cannot give an account of itself? 
Why should we be satisfied with an assurance that his theory of the 
structural aspects of reason secures a reason that we would all want to 

defend? In the remainder of this chapter I shall try to shed light on what 
Habermas does presuppose by examining his claim that his concept of 
communicative reason moves beyond Horkheimer and Adorno by lay
ing open the "rational core" of the mimetic capacity expressed in art. 
Here I also draw on Wellmer's attempt to make Adorno's understanding 
of the truth of art compatible with the theory of communicative action. 

Habermas argues that the gloomy predictions of Horkheimer and 
Adorno's "dialectic of enlightenment" are the result of their unnecessary 
acceptance of paradox and performative contradiction. But he also 
claims that despite their negative assessment of enlightenment thinking, 
Horkheimer and Adorno suggest the idea of "a universal reconciliation, 
an emancipation of man through the resurrection of nature." They have 
no explication of this truth but as a "placeholder for this primordial rea
son," they name "a capacity, mimesis, about which they can speak only 
as they would about a piece of uncomprehended nature." Habermas ex
plains that mimesis, or imitation, indicates a "relation between persons 
in which the one accommodates to the other, identifies with the other, 
empathizes with the other," and that it alludes to a "relation in which 
the surrender of the one to the example of the other does not mean a 
loss of self but a gain and an enrichment." In Horkheimer and Adorno, 
the mimetic capacity stands for what has been destroyed through the 
spread of instrumental reason, but it is also the means whereby an "in
strumentalized nature makes it speechless accusation." Habermas main
tains that Horkheimer and Adorno cannot explain this capacity, not be
cause it is inexplicable, but because of the limitations of their 
philosophical framework. They understand reason as always instrumen
tal and must therefore understand the communicative and interactive el
ements of mimesis as impulse, "the sheer opposite of reason." In the end 
Adorno surrenders "all cognitive competence to art in which the mi
metic capacity gains objective shape."14 

14. Habennas, TCA, 1:382-90. For Habermas's comments on Walter Benjamin's mi· 
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'Ibe sphere of art is itself not free of the "dialectic of enlightenment," 
however, and Wellmer shows that an antinomic structure penetrates 
even into Adorno's "non-violent" aesthetic synthesis. He demonstrates 
that for Adorno, the truth of art is connected to its ability to show reality 
"as unreconciled, antagonistic, divided against itself," but it can only do 
this "in the light of reconciliation, i.e. by the non-violent aesthetic syn· 
thesis of disparate elements which produces the semblance of reconcili
ation." In Adorno's view, this antinomic structure, while dominant in 
modem art, is impossible to escape because it belongs to the historical 
division of image and sign, intuition and concept, and ultimately leads to 
the disintegration of aesthetic meaning. In this context, art's survival and 
authenticity come to depend on its ability to articulate the "negation of 
synthesis" as aesthetic meaning, so that aesthetic synthesis is achieved 
"in the very process of negating it." Implicated in both the production 
and negation of aesthetic meaning, art must balance "between affirma
tive semblance and an anti-art that is bereft of semblance." There is no 
concept to refer to the "success" of the balancing act, which strictly 
speaking, is not possible, and art's "aesthetic success, which is to say its 
truth and authenticity, is inseparable from a remnant of aesthetic sem
blance, and thus ofuntruth."15 Wellmer sees a relief from this dialectic in 
Habermas's model of communicative action, where the utopian perspec
tive indicated by Adorno's concept of a "non-violent" aesthetic synthesis 
"migrates ... into the realm of discursive reason itself." Here, in Haber
mas's theory, the "utopian projection [of an unimpaired intersubjectiv
ity] is not the Other of discursive reason, but the idea which discursive 
reason has of itself."16 

The question is how to make Adorno's idea of aesthetic synthesis 
compatible with the concept of communicative reason. According to 
Habermas, Horkheimer and Adorno's ideas of reconciliation and free
dom can be "deciphered as codes for a form of intersubjectivity, how
ever utopian it may be, that makes possible a mutual and constraint-free 
understanding among individuals in their dealings with ~me another, as 

metic theory of language, see his 1972 essay, "Walter Benjamin: Consciousness-Raising or 
Rescuing Critique," in his Philosophical-Political Profiles, 146-50. 

15. Albrecht Wellmer, "Truth, Semblance, Reconciliation: Adorno's Aesthetic Redemp· 
lion of Modernity," in Tbe Persistence of Modernity: Essays on Aesthetics, Ethics, and 
Postmodemism, trans. David Midgley (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991 ), 8-11. (The essay 
appeared in German in 1983.) 

16. Ibid., 14. 
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well as the identity of individuals who come to a compulsion-free un 
standing with themselves-sociation without repression." Once 
codes are deciphered, certain phenomena become available for invesu;.: 
gation, specifically phenomena related to "the intersubjectivity of posst/ 
ble understanding and agreement-at both the interpersonal and intra.i' 
psychic levels." Habermas supports this view by suggesting that l. 
"cognitive function" for mimesis was not totally absent in Adorno's at-· 
tempts "to show what the work of art owes to the power of mimesis to 
unlock, to open up," and he maintains that his formal-pragmatic theory 
lays open the "rational core of mimetic achievements" through a linguis- : 
tic-pragmatic concept of communicative reason. 17 But it is far from obvJ. ; 
ous how Habermas's formal-pragmatic concept of communicative rea-, 
son can give expression to the "rational core" of mimesis and so bring·. 
what is valuable about the aestheticist idea of reconciliation into his the- ·j 

+ 
ory. He would have to clarify how his theory relates to the utopian as- ·:; 
pects of art, as well as provide an explication of how Adorno's aesthetic ! 
theory can be read from his formal-pragmatic perspective. In this regard 1 
we are fortunate to have Wellmer's analysis of Adorno's concept of the •i 

truth of art. 
Wellmer suggests that it is possible to make Adorno's idea of aesthetic 

synthesis compatible with a formal-pragmatic perspective only if we ac
knowledge art's function in "non-aesthetic" forms of communication, 
that is, its role in effecting "real" changes in the way we understand our
selves and the world. Hit is true that the work of art is not simply an aes
thetic object but also in some measure relates to a "real" possibility of 
reconciliation, the work of art is not the "illusory presence of a condi
tion that does not yet exist," as Adorno thought, but rather the "provoca
tive latency" of a process in which aesthetic experience is connected 
with communicative action. He shows how this connection is possible 
by distinguishing among three aspects of "everyday" truth: the "apopha
ntic," the "endeetic" (truthfulness), and the moral and practical. He 
then claims that aesthetic rightness or validity (Stimmigkeit), while 
"touching on" all three aspects, cannot be identified with everyday 
truth, or with any one of its aspects, but has to be understood as a "phe
nomenon of interference" between the three aspects. He also suggests 
that Adorno can be interpreted as recognizing such "moments of inter
ference" in connections between the mimetic-expressive and rational 

17. Habennas, TC4, 1 :390-92. 
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elements in a work of art, as well as in the relations among truth, sem
blance, and reconciliation. This argument, according to Wellmer, sepa
rates two dimensions of the truth of art that Adorno had fused, namely, 
the "truth content" of a work of art and the function of art in giving 
strUcture to our understanding of ourselves and the world, its ability to 
"open up the experience of reality, and correct and expand it."18 

This redescription of Adorno's aesthetic theory supports Habermas's 
idea of aesthetic-practical rationality. Whereas Adorno "substantialized" 
the relation between reconciliation and the art work and saw that rela
tion as a "central moment of the truth content of art," Wellmer's reform
ulation of the concept of the truth of art aims at a retrieval of a "truth 
about art, and not the truth content of any individual work of art." Well
mer explains that from a formal-pragmatic perspective, the truth of art is 
not truth "in the literal sense" but rather a ''potential for truth." Works 
of art are "bearers of truth potential" in that they produce effects that 
have a potential for disclosing the truth, and we can thus refer to a 
"truth-claim which corresponds to the truth-potential of works of art, 
and which is inseparable from an aesthetic validity-claim" (23-26). 

Wellmer also draws on the experiential basis of aesthetic discourses 
to support Habermas's critique of aesthetic modernism. That experien
tial basis becomes prominent in cases where an aesthetic object be
comes a matter for dispute: participants can support their claims about 
beauty by referring to the "truth" of their experiences. (This relation be
tween experience and validity in aesthetic discourses distinguishes 
them from theoretical and moral-practical discourses, in which validity 
is established on the basis of the force of the better argument.) Accord
ing to Wellmer, we have to conclude that aesthetic experiences are 
treated "within the three dimensions of truth, truthfulness, and moral 
and practical rightness simultaneously." H this is the case, both the 
"truthpotentiaf' and the "truth-claim" of art are tied to the "complex 
relationship of interdependency between the various dimensions of 
truth in the living experience of individuals, or in the formation and 
transformation of attitudes, modes of perception, and interpretations." 
He claims that this "practical character" of aesthetic cognition brings 
the "receiving, communicating and acting subjects ... into the relation
ship between art, reality and utopia" and shows that art is not cut off 
from life, as is supposed in aesthetic modernism ( 23, 27 ff. ). 

18. Wellmer, "Truth, Semblance, Reconciliation," 21-23. 
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Wellmer's reformulation of Adorno's aesthetics brings complexity but 
also clarity to the idea of aesthetic-practical rationality. However, while 
he is sympathetic to Habermas's aims for redirecting critical theory into 
linguistic analysis and intersubjective understanding, he poses new dif
ficulties for Habermas when he defines the formal-pragmatic "truth" of 
art as aesthetic rightness or validity. These difficulties return us to the 
question of the rationality of art that I raised at the beginning of this 
chapter. 

Habermas's theory of communicative action matches up the sphere of 
autonomous art with the truthfulness validity claim, whereas Wellmer 
maintains that translating Adorno's concept of the truth of art into for
mal-pragmatic terms means that we have to understand aesthetic right
ness as a validity claim distinctive to the sphere of art. Wellmer suggests 
that the tendency (in Habermas and others) to understand aesthetic va
lidity on the model of truthfulness results from a too literal reading of 
the terms generally used to explain aesthetic experiences. Terms such as 
"saying" and "expressing" are dominant in modern art, but the artist 
"does not (literally) say something; and the authenticity of a construct is 
therefore not decided by the question whether the artist was being 
truthful." Wellmer believes that the opposite is the case: "The truthful
ness of the artist, in so far as we can speak of it at all, is shown by the au
thenticity of the construct." If we are to understand aesthetic rightness 
against a formal-pragmatic concept of everyday truth, then neither truth 
(as in Adorno) nor truthfulness (as in Habermas) can be used "in a non
metaphorical sense" to refer to art. According to Wellmer, there is a 
"metaphorical interweaving of truth and truthfulness--and even of nor
mative correctness--in the work of art," and this interweaving can be 
explained only by the fact that "the work of art, as a symbolical 
construct that carries an aesthetic validity-claim, is at the same time the 
object of an aesthetic experience that refers back to our ordinary experi
ence in which the three dimensions of truth are interwoven in a non
metaphorical sense." He admits that it is difficult to explain how the 
work of art "refers back to our ordinary experience." But he insists that 
there is "something about art which leads us to view works of art them
selves--or at least many of them-as vehicles of truth-claims; and these 
claims to truth that are made by works of art are connected with their 
aesthetic claim to validity" (24, 27-28). 

Habermas's linking of truthfulness and art is not incompatible with his 



ART 191 

view (discussed in Chapter 7) that truthfulness should not be seen as re
lating to an inner life, but rather to the person's expression. But his 
strong tendency to have recourse to a model of intentionality closes off 
this option, and he fully accepts Wellmer's conclusions. He now main
tains that aesthetic validity cannot be identified with "just one" of the 
three validity claims, neither with truthfulness, as in his theory of com
municative action, nor with truth, as Adorno thought, nor with norma
tive rightness. He also agrees that truth, truthfulness, and rightness, 
which are differentiated in communicative action, can be attributed 
only "metaphorically" to works of art. 19 Before addressing this use of 
"metaphorical," I want to raise a more general question. If the "truth po
tential" of aesthetic validity cannot be identified with "just one" of the 
three validity claims, and if it is "interwoven" with all three claims, how 
does aesthetic validity fit into the overall structure of the theory of com
municative action? 

Since accepting Wellmer's account of aesthetic validity, Habermas has 
tended to "add on" aesthetic validity to the three validity claims he iden
tified for communicative action. For example, in his book on the philo
sophical discourse of modernity he treats aesthetic validity (here trans

lated as aesthetic harmony) as a fourth validity claim. "Communicative 
reason finds its criteria in the argumentative procedures for directly or 
indirectly redeeming claims to propositional truth, normative rightness, 
subjective truthfulness, and aesthetic harmony."20 But aesthetic validity 
gets no systematic analysis, and Habermas continues to present his con
cept of communicative reason on the basis of the three-sphere structure 
of his earlier work and to refer to that structure in his argument against 
postmodernism. But the idea of aesthetic validity has implications for his 
theory, as indicated in another publication where he contrasts the "con
stitutive linguistic" function of world disclosure represented by the 
claim to aesthetic validity with the three "inner-worldly linguistic" func
tions (presenting facts, creating intersubjective relations, and express
ing subjective experiences) represented by claims to propositional 
truth, normative rightness, and subjective truthfulness. Here we have a 
rather striking contrast between two types of linguistic functions; the 

19. Habermas, "Questions and Counterquestions," 203. Cf. his Philosophical Dis· 
course of Modernity, 418 n.18, where he writes that Wellmer has convinced him that "the 
harmony of a work of art-aesthetic truth, as it is called-can by no means be reduced, 
Without further ado, to authenticity or sincerity." 

20. Habermas, Pbilosopbical Discourse of Modernity, 314. 
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one type is connected to language as such and the other to the three lin
guistic ''worlds" of communicative action. Habermas also gives a clear 
indication that the justification of validity claims attached to value stan
dards does not have the rational basis he has tried to establish for the jus
tification of validity claims connected to facts, norms, and subjective ex
periences. He writes that in aesthetic evaluations the validity of the 
work itself can be a reason for "assuming world-shaping [ weltbildend] 
modes of perception," so that value standards can be justified "only 
indirectly, namely by means of authentically world-disclosing produc
tions."21 

James Bohman has responded with concern to Habermas's introduc
tion of what he takes to be a "distinctively Heideggerian" world-disclo
sive function for language. He maintains that Habermas is ''wrong to cor
rect his previous intuition" about the "poetic function" of language in 
empirical contexts and suggests that an acknowledgment of world dis
closure as a linguistic function gives too much to postmodem theories 
of language overwhelmingly focused on the idea of a "preinterpreted" 
world and artistic innovation. According to Bohman, we should recon
ceptualize disclosure as relevance and replace the figure of the artist 
with that of the radical social critic. I have argued, in response to Boh
man, that disclosure is too complex to be written off as relevance, 22 but 
I do think that Habermas cannot admit into his theory of communicative 
action a disclosive function for language without also giving thought to 
what this means for the claims he makes in the theory. However, 
whereas Bohman wants to say that Habermas was right the first time 
around, when he did not attribute real disclosive power to the poetic as
pects of language, I think we have to ask what it is about Habermas's the
ory that he can now suggest world disclosure as a "constitutive-linguis
tic" function. How can we make sense of this announcement? And does 
it really indicate a departure in his thinking? Let me turn to the idea of 
autonomous art, which is an enduring feature of Habermas's theory and 
somewhat of a subtext in Wellmer's analysis of Adorno. 

21. Habennas, "Reply," in Honneth andJoas, Communicative Action, 227. 
22. james Bohman, "World Disclosure and Radical Criticism," Thesis Eleven 37 

(1994): 82-97. This essay is based on his paper, "Truth, Criticism and Disclosure," pre· 
sented at the 1992 American Philosophical Association Meeting, in Louisville, Kentucky. 
My response to Bohman, "Truth, Disclosure and Relevance," was also presented at the 
1992 APA Meeting. a. Bohman, "Formal Pragmatics and Social Criticism: The Philosophy 
of Language and the Critique of Ideology in Habermas's Theory of Communicative Ac
tion," Philosophy and Social Crittcism 12:3 ( 1986): 331-53. 
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Wellmer's analysis supports the idea of autonomous art, as can be seen 
in his challenge to Peter Burger. He states that Burger's demand that the 
institution of art be transformed to allow everyone the freedom to de
velop their "productive potential" gives too much to the "aesthetics of 
production," and he argues, against Burger (and others), that transform
ing the institution of art cannot mean abolishing the "culture of experts" 
and the idea of the "great" art work. On the contrary, a "democratic 
opening-up of society" would need great art: "Without the paradigmatic 
production of 'great' art, in which the imagination, the accumulated 
knowledge and the skill of obsessively specialized artists is objectivized, 
a democratically generalized aesthetic production would presumably 
decline into an amateur arts- and craftism."23 Moreover, Wellmer's re
formulation of Adorno's aesthetics, which separates the substantial from 
the functional aspects of art, actually allows the truth content of art to 
retain the special appeal it had for Adorno. We might not understand 
how works of art can be "vehicles of truth-claims," but there is "some
thing about" many works of art that make them so, and the truth claim 
of art, while connected to the claim to aesthetic rightness or validity, is 
attached to the ''works of art themselves." Consequently, Wellmer main
tains that the cognition achieved through art "cannot be expressed in 
words," neither by the participants themselves, nor by philosophy, 
which despite what Adorno hoped, is not in a position to tell us "what 
the 'semblance' of beauty is really about." In fact, aesthetically achieved 
cognition must remain outside conceptual knowledge, and we can do 
no better than talk about that cognition. According to Wellmer, aes
thetic cognition is more like a "capability rather than abstract knowl
edge, something more like an ability to speak, to judge, to feel or per
ceive than the result of cognitive effort."24 This naturalization of 
aesthetic cognition moves it out of the realm of linguistic intersubjectiv
ity, precisely where Habermas's formal pragmatics was supposed to take 
it. We can therefore confront Wellmer with Habermas's complaint 
against Horkheimer and Adorno, that they saw the mimetic capacity as a 
"piece ofuncomprehended nature," as an "impulse." 

The difficulty is prefigured in Wellmer's claim that truth, rightness, 
and truthfulness can be used to refer to art only in a "metaphorical 
sense" and that we should think in terms of a "metaphorical interweav-

23. Wellmer, "Truth, Semblance, Reconciliation," 30-31. 
24. Ibid., 22. 
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ing" of all three validity claims in art works. This use of "metaphorical~ 
is not an explanation of works of art or of the aesthetic experiences that 
are supposedly transmitted through them. In fact, to say that truth, right
ness, and truthfulness can be used only metaphorically to refer to an 
works confirms the self-proclaimed autonomy of modern art and pre
serves the status of art as a sphere of pure experience, uncontaminated 
by the world, and having its own special knowledge. Because Habennas 
accepts Wellmer's suggestion about a "metaphorical interweaving" of 
truth, truthfulness, and rightness in works of art, we can expect to find in 
his theory a similar pattern: an espousal of an aesthetic-practical rational
ity that presupposes the "truth" of art. 

Habermas argues in his theory of communicative action that the three 
autonomous spheres of modernity must each be able to claim a cumula
tive process of learning. He maintains that the continuity of the knowl
edge specific to each sphere "can be guaranteed only by learning proc
esses becoming reflective-that is, being coupled in feedback relations 
with specialized and institutionalized forms of argumentation." In each 
case we have to be able to identify the existence of "plausible relations 
to a typical form of argumentation specialized in accord with a universal 
validity claim."25 He takes it to be uncontroversial that science involves 
a directional learning connected to the principle of induction and re
flected in the epistemic contents of theoretical knowledge. More prob
lematical, but still sustainable, in his view, is the claim that the sphere of 
morality is marked by a cumulative learning connected to the principle 
of universalization and reflected in the epistemic contents of moral-prac
tical knowledge. On this model, there should also be a pattern of ratio
nalization specific to art. Referring to dramaturgical actions, which "em
body a knowledge of the agent's own subjectivity," as a type of rational 
action specific to art, Habermas maintains that this type of action gives 
rise to aesthetic-practical knowledge, that the form of argumentation is 
therapeutic and aesthetic critique, and that works of art, including litera
ture, music, and the fine arts, stand as the model of transmitted 
knowledge.26 

We are used to saying that we learn from art. For example, we might 
report that a literary work has changed our understandings of the world, 
redirected our lives, made us aware of certain issues, and so on. How-

25. Habermas, TCA, 1:238-39. 
26. Ibid., 334. 
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ever, it is hard to see how aesthetic-practical knowledge can be cumula
tive and directional in a way that would guarantee the continuity of the 
knowledge in the sphere of art. But if this view is implied by the overall 
logic of Habermas's argument and by his specific references to art, his 
theory also suggests another interpretation of the "value enhancement" 
specific to art. In his discussion of Weber, Habermas explains: 
" 'Advances' in the domain of autonomous art move in the direction of 
an increasingly radical and pure-that is, purified of theoretical and 
moral admixtures--working out of basic aesthetic experiences."27 This 
statement indicates that the idea of a cumulative learning in art does 
not refer to aesthetic-practical rationality, but rather to an "aesthetic
expressive rationality" that is connected to the "inner logic" of art and 
independent of the practical aspects of aesthetic cognition. 28 This cumu
lative learning cannot be linked up with intersubjectivity either. Accord
ing to Habermas, "expressively determined forms of interaction" such as 
countercultural groups are not capable of giving rise to "structures that 
are rationalizable in and of themselves, but are parasitic in that they re
main dependent on innovations in the other spheres of value. "29 

While the idea of aesthetic-expressive rationality, as opposed to an 
aesthetic-practical rationality, is only suggested in the theory of commu
nicative action, Habermas has since declared that we are looking in the 
wrong place if we think that learning in the sphere of art can be tracked 
through discourses about art, that is, in aesthetic-practical knowledge. 
He claims that "it is the works of art themselves, and not the discourses 
about them, that are the locus of directed and cumulative transforma
tions." For art, ''what accumulates are not epistemic contents, but rather 
the effects of the inner logical differentiation of a special sort of experi
ence: precisely those aesthetic experiences of which only a decentered, 
unbound subjectivity is capable." In modernity, there is an "ever more 
radical uncoupling of this potential for experience, the purification of 
the aesthetic from admixtures of the cognitive, the useful, and the 
moral." This decentering of subjectivity indicates an "increased sensitiv
ity to what remains unassimilated" in our linguistically saturated inter
pretations of everyday life, with its pragmatic, epistemic and moral de-

27. Ibid., 177-78. 
28. Habermas, "Modernity-An Incomplete Project," 9, uses the term "aesthetic-ex

pressive rationality." In his TCA, 1:238 ff., he refers to "aesthetic-practical rationality." See 
also TCA, 2:326, where he refers to the "aesthetic-expressive [complex) of knowledge." 

29. Habermas, TCA, 1:238-39. 
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mands. The release from everyday interpretive challenges "effects alii 
openness to the expurgated elements of the unconscious, the fantastic,, 
and the mad, the material and the bodily-thus to everything in our 
speechless contact with reality which is so fleeting, so contingent, so iJn. 
mediate, so individualized, simultaneously so far and so near that it es
capes our normal categorical grasp." The artist, in his reflective use of 
aesthetic materials and technique, "opens up a space for experiment and 
play," art becomes a "laboratory," and the art critic emerges as an "ex
pert." While reluctant to refer to aesthetic "progress," Habermas insists 
that there is learning "in the sense of a concentrically expanding, ad
vancing exploration of a realm of possibilities structurally opened up 
with the autonomization of art."30 

Habermas offers an idea of aesthetic-practical rationality, conceived in 
terms of intersubjective understanding and linguistic analysis, that 
opens up discussion on the practical aspects of aesthetic cognition. He 
also presents an idea of aesthetic-expressive rationality, conceived in 
connection with an unbounded subjectivity relentlessly engaged in the 
purification of aesthetic experiences from "admixtures" of the cognitive, 
useful, and moral and fundamentally opposed to the interpretive de
mands of intersubjective understanding. In this way he reproduces in his 
theory the two contradictory strands of modernist thinking on art, the 
belief that art must have a practical effect on the organization of every
day life and the conviction that art is not tied to practice, not intersub
jective, not discursive. In characterizing the expressive sphere of art as a 
nondiscursive space, as one of three spheres of innovation, and as sub
ject-centered, Habermas brings into his theory an aesthetically inspired 
ideal of reason that is far removed from intersubjective understanding 
and linguistic analysis. The conclusion he draws from Wellmer's account 
of aesthetic validity, that art has a "constitutive-linguistic" or world-dis
closive function, gives a different emphasis to his theory, but it is not ex
actly a departure from the theory because it builds on one of two oppos
ing tendencies within it. 

30. Haberma.s, "Questions and Counterquestions," 200-201. 
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INTIMACY 

The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habennas's 1962 
book on the historical origins and subsequent evolution of bourgeois in
stitutions, 1 is written in the tradition of Marxian ideology critique. In 
that book he acknowledges that the "category" of bourgeois public 
sphere is "typical of an epoch" and cannot be abstracted from the 
"unique developmental history" of late-eighteenth-century Europe.2 He 
insists, however, that the category is more than bourgeois and that it is 
able to survive the structural transformation and disintegration of classi
cal bourgeois institutions. Habermas's aim, in Structural Transforma
tion, was to inquire whether the idea of a public worked out in the his
torical context of late-eighteenth-century Europe can provide the basis 

1. Habermas's Structural Transformation first appeared at Strukturwandel der 
Offentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der burgerlichen Gesellschaft 
(Darmstadt: Luchterland Verlag, 1962); it was republished with a new foreword by Suhr
kamp Verlag in 1990. For critical commentaries following the publication of the English 
edition, see Calhoun, Habermas and the Public Sphere. a. discussion in Marie Fleming, 
"Women and the 'Public Use of Reason,'" Social Theory and Practice 19 (Spring 1993): 
27-50. Habermas's concept of the public sphere has inspired several major studies. See, 
for example, Kenneth Baynes, The Normative Grounds of Social Criticism: Kant, Rawls, 
and Habermas (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992 ); Oskar Negt and Alex
ander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience: Toward an Analysts of the Bourgeois and 
Proletarian Public Sphere, trans. Peter Labanyi et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minne
sota Press, 1993 ); Miriam Hansen, Babel and Babylon: Spectatorshtp in American Silent 
Film (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991 ); and Landes, Women and the Public 
Sphere. 

2. Habermas, preface to Structural Transformation, xvii. He also maintains that the 
category of the bourgeois public sphere cannot be "transferred, idealtypically general
ized, to any number of historical situations that represent formally similar constellations." 
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for a normative standard against which subsequent historical publicJ 
spheres might be assessed. 3 As we know, Habermas now maintains that'1 

ideology critique cannot disengage its theoretical categories from their 
determination in bourgeois culture and thus cannot secure an indepen
dent basis for critical theory. Nonetheless, Habermas has not abandoned 
the motivations of his early project, despite his methodological tum to 
rational reconstruction, and in his theory of communicative action he at
tempts to reconceive historical progress and social evolution in terms of 
the development of cognitive structures. As he said in 1990, he would 
now present a more nuanced picture, but the theory that he has been 
elaborating since the 1960s has changed "less in its fundamentals than in 
its degree of complexity.""' 

In this chapter I want to discuss the gender aspects of Habermas's ac
count of the public sphere of modernity. If, as he says, the fundamentals 
of his theory have remained in place for some three decades, and if it 
turns out that his treatment of gender in his early work on the public 
sphere follows the pattern I established for his later theory, there is fur
ther evidence in support of my argument that the problem of gender in 
Habermas's theory is related to his theory's fundamentals. 

Habermas's account of the public sphere, as might be expected, 
makes use of the discourse of public and private, but he also singles out 
for special reference the intimate sphere of the patriarchal conjugal fam
ily. As I show in this chapter, he refers to the bourgeois intimate sphere 
to account for the cultural and psychological bases of the bourgeois con
cept of humanity, to explain the institutional and normative force of the 
new public sphere, and to demonstrate the public sphere's potential for 
self-transformation, that is, its ability to transcend the narrow class inter
ests of the bourgeois. Habermas achieves this understanding on the basis 
of an uncritical reading of bourgeois intimacy: he explains the truth of 
bourgeois ideology, its promise of reconciliation, by referring to the "il
lusion of freedom" in the bourgeois family, but he does not problematize 
the gender inequality that is sustained by that illusion. Even once his an-

3. This motivation is noted by commentatoili. a., for example, Geoft"Eley, "Nations, 
Publics, and Political Cultures: Placing Habermas in the Nineteenth Century," in Calhoun, 
Habermas and tbe Publtc Spbere, 292, and Calhoun's "Introduction," 2. See also Peter 
Uwe Hohendahl, "The Public Sphere: Models and Boundaries," in Calhoun, 99-108. 

4. Jiirgen Habermas, "Further Reflections on the Public Sphere," in Calhoun, Haber
mas and tbe Public Spbere, 422. "Further Reflections" is a translation of Habermas's 1990 
foreword to Strukturwandel. a. Holub, Crittc in tbe Publtc Spbere, who shows that the 
idea of a public sphere has had important practical implications for Habermas. 
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drocentrism is acknowledged, it is not clear how exclusions based on 
gender can be addressed, as Habermas now suggests, in his class-based 
model of the public sphere's internal dynamic. 

Habermas begins his book on the public sphere with a detailed investi
gation of the historical and legal uses of the terms "public" and "pri
vate," which are, as he notes, of Greek origin. He remarks that the Hel
lenic public sphere has had a "peculiarly normative power" since the 
time of the Renaissance, but that it also held an appeal for earlier social 
formations. Through the tradition of Roman law, the categories of public 
(publicus) and private (privatus) and the notion of the public sphere 
(res publica) were passed down and applied even in the Middle Ages, 
when "an opposition between the public and private spheres on the an
cient (or the modern) model did not exist" and even when manorial au
thority supported "no status that in terms of private law defined in some 
fashion the capacity in which private people could step forward into a 
public sphere." In contrast to the classical understanding of the public as 
the realm of what citizens had in common, for the feudal regime it was 
the particular in the form of privileges and immunities that was at the 
"core ... of the realm that was 'public.' " Nonetheless, there were signs 
in the High Middle Ages of that "publicness" which was eventually to be 
resituated within a new kind of "publicity." Attributes of lordship, for 
example, the ducal seal, were "public," and the English monarch was 
said to have "publicness." Habermas characterizes this "publicness (or 
publicity) of representation" as a "status attribute." He further main
tains that while the manorial lord's status was in itself neither "public" 
nor "private," it was represented "publicly." Under pressure of political 
and economic modernization, the feudal "carriers of the representative 
publicness"-nobles, prince, and church-split into public and private 
elements, and the way was cleared for the development of a "modern" 
sphere of public (state-related) authority embodied in a permanent ad
ministration and standing army. As "public" came to designate the state 
that had developed into an entity identifiable over against the ruler's 
person, "private" came to refer to what lay outside the sphere of the 
state apparatus. 5 

The opening pages of Habermas's book also draw attention to the par
allels between Hellenic and bourgeois public spheres. Both make provi-

5. Habennas, Structural Transformation, 4-12. 
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sion for a "public of private people," and in each case the public sphere 
is institutionally both separate from and tied to a private one. In this con
text he draws on Hannah Arendt's idea of the "rise of the 'social' "6 to 
show that whereas the Greek public sphere was committed to "the 
properly political tasks of a citizenry acting in common (i.e., administra
tion of law ... and military survival)," its modem counterpart shifts to 
the "more properly civic tasks of a society engaged in critical public de
bate (i.e., the protection of a commercial economy)."' In contrast, 
therefore, to the Hellenic model, whose reproductive activities are of 
private interest, hidden in the oikos, and not a matter for public discus
sion, the establishment of capitalism institutes a ''private sphere of soci
ety that bas become publicly relevant" ( 19 ). Habermas departs from 
Arendt's concerns in his search for what it was that made bourgeois pub
licity a unique historical experience; otherwise, the type of publicity 
that emerges with bourgeois hegemony might have to be viewed as an 
intrinsic part of the development of capitalism. For Habermas, some
thing more than capitalist relations had to be involved in the "rise of the 
'social,' " and this "more" he finds in the bourgeois "public use of rea
son," which allows a conceptual cut between the bourgeois public 
sphere and all preceding institutional arrangements, including those of 
the Greek world. However, to identify the factor that makes this concep
tual cut possible, he departs from the discourse of public and private 
that opens his book. He now makes reference to a third sphere, the inti
mate sphere of the bourgeois family and maintains that it is at the "core" 
of the private (55). 

The relation between reason and intimacy, though of originary sig
nificance for the new public sphere, is relatively underthematized in 
Structural Transformation, and in order to make it more visible, I offer 
a reading that gives attention to the fact that his analysis is structured by 
an uninvestigated tension between overlapping diachronic and syn
chronic accounts. 

According to Habermas's diachronic account, the "public use of rea
son" is historically rooted in the art of rational-critical public debate that 
bourgeois intellectuals learned from their encounters with courtly
noble society. Having gained increasing independence from the court, 

6. Ibid., 19; a reference to Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: Univer· 
sity of Chicago Press, 1958 ). 

7. Habennas, Structural 'lransformatton, 52. 
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some members of the nobility became a cultural-political force in the 
"town" where they played an important role in the promotion of institu
tions devoted to reading and discussion, the coffee houses, salons, and 
Tiscbgesellscbaften. Habermas observes the multiplicity of styles and 
publics and debates that separated the salons, Tiscbgesellscbaften, and 
coffee houses. In the salons, for example, women were key participants, 
whereas the coffee houses denied them access. Again, the salons were 
noteworthy for the social mix of nobility, grande bourgeoisie of finance, 
and intellectuals who came together on an "equal footing"; the coffee 
houses, on the other hand, embraced large segments of the middle 
classes, including craftsmen and shopkeepers. On matters of economics 
and politics, the coffee houses did not shy away from heated debate, 
whereas practical political discussion in the salons tended to be "incon
sequential"; he is inclined to think that the mixed gender of the salon 
participants was a factor in the level of seriousness of the discussion. The 
Tiscbgesellscbaften, which were fewer and less imposing than their En
glish and French counterparts, were colored by a "strong preponder
ance of middle-class academics" ( 29 ff. ). 

Despite these differences, Habermas argues that the salons, coffee 
houses, and Tiscbgesellscbaften mark a break with older communicative 
practices because of the institutional criteria that they shared. For exam
ple, the social intercourse of the participants embodied not so much a 
presupposition of equal status as a total disregard of status. "Les bom
mes, private gentlemen, or die Privatleute made up the public not just 
in the sense that power and prestige of public office were held in sus
pense; economic dependencies also in principle had no influence." The 
important point, he contends, is not whether the idea of the public was 
actually realized in the salons and their counterparts, but that it became 
"institutionalized and thereby stated as an objective claim." Another fea
ture of the new discursive activity is the problematiZation of areas of life 
formerly not subject to question. At a time when the rational orientation 
involved in capitalism demanded ever greater information, it was only a 
matter of time before interpretation in philosophy, literature, and art 
would escape the monopoly held by church and court. "To the degree 
... to which philosophical and literary works and works of art in general 
were produced for the market and distributed through it, these culture 
products became similar to that type of information: as commodities 
they became in principle generally accessible." However exclusive the 
actual public, it was always embedded in "a more inclusive public of all 
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private people, persons who-insofar as they were propertied and edu
cated-as readers, listeners, and spectators could avail themselves via 
the market of the objects that were subject to discussion." Inclusiveness 
was also promoted by the emergence of a concert-going public that de
veloped when admission on the basis of payment turned musical per
formances into commodities. Music, like literature and philosophy, thus 
assumed the form of cultural products freed of ties to a purpose set by 
court or church. The history of the theater is somewhat more complex, 
but here too, Habermas maintains, a "public in the strict sense of the 
word" could come into existence only when the theater declined as an 
expression of courtly publicity ( 36-40 ). 

Habermas views the culture of the "toWn" and the salons as a "bridge" 
between the collapsing courtly form of publicity and the new publicity 
connected with the emerging bourgeois public sphere. The commodi
fication of culture, already a factor in the literary institutions of the 
urban nobility, was, it might be said, intensified by bourgeois intellectu
als, who learned the art of rational-critical public debate in their adven
tures in the "towns." This fact creates difficulties for Habermas's "bridg· 
ing" thesis, however, because he needs to explain the specificity of 
bourgeois publicity. That specificity has to be identified, if he is to de
fend the claim that bourgeois publicity was more than the rational-criti· 
cal public debate that was essentially and internally related to the devel
opment of capitalism. That is to say, Habermas needs to free bourgeois 
publicity from its identification with capitalism if he is to find in it the 
basis for a critical standard to assess subsequent historical public 
spheres. It is at this point that he introduces what appears to be a count· 
erthesis, the view that the literary institutions of the bourgeois owed 
their existence to a decisive break with those of the urban nobility. This 
unexpected tum in the argument redirects the analysis and introduces a 
genealogical perspective in which structure is privileged over history. 
The emphasis is now on rupture rather than continuity and on the arbi· 
trariness of historical forces rather than evolution. 

What distinguishes Habermas's synchronic account is the location of 
institutional changes at the level of the bourgeois household as the prin
cipal factor in the development of a bourgeois public sphere. In his 
words, "The rational-critical public debate of private persons with one 
another flowed from the wellspring of a specific subjectivity ... [that] 
had its home, literally, in the sphere of the patriarchal conjugal family." 
According to this account, a specifically bourgeois public sphere was 
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made possible by the deep structural change that occurred at the level 
of gender relations. That change was taking place as the bourgeois were 
making social and economic advances and as they were learning the art 
of rational-critical public debate. As the institutional face of gender rela
tions, the patriarchal conjugal family became the dominant family type 
within the bourgeois strata and eventually the social norm as it dis
placed the open "houses" typical of aristocratic life and replaced the 
"playful intimacy" of the aristocracy with a newly found "permanent in
timacy." The change in family life was reflected in architecture. In the 
once dominant extended family, the parlor had had a "public" character; 
there, the "lady of the house," in the company of its "master," had per
formed the representative functions in the presence of servants and 
neighbors. This "public" chamber disappeared from the home of the 
bourgeois family, or rather it was replaced by two complementary 
chambers. One was the living room designed to be used "privately" by 
the spouses and smaller children. The second was the salon, the "public" 
sphere where "family heads and their wives were sociable." This salon, 
as Habermas writes, was connected only by name to that institution of 
conviviality and rational-critical public debate of aristocratic society 
(43-46). 

The bourgeois "public use of reason" cannot be explained without 
reference to the patriarchal conjugal family, which Habermas grasps the
oretically by the idea of a third sphere. He now distinguishes between 
the public (in its literary and political forms), the private (economic), 
and the intimate (conjugal family). To sum up this part of his argument, 
while the bourgeois learned the art of rational-critical public debate 
from the urban nobility, the public sphere that they created, in literary 
works, but also in philosophy and law, became the expression of a 
sphere of subjectivity that was specifically bourgeois. To miss that 
point-as one might be inclined, given that Habermas himself privileges 
the diachronic aspects of his analysis-is to fail to see that the bourgeois 
"public use of reason" was not, in essence, a continuation of the salon
based rational-critical public debate.8 Rather, bourgeois subjectivity was 
structurally tied to a concept of "humanity" that originated as a feeling 

8. The diachronic dimensions of Habennas's analysis sometimes emerge even more 
strongly in commentaries on his book than in the book itself. Cf. Thomas McCarthy's re
marks in his introduction to Habennas's Structural Transformation and Eley, "Nations, 
Publics, and Political Cultures." At other times the structural argument is summarized 
without critical comment. Cf_ Calhoun, "Introduction." 
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of "human closeness" in the innermost sphere of the conjugal family. 
That "closeness" was related to the "permanent intimacy" characteristic 
of the new type of family life (in contrast to the "playful" intimacy of the 
urban nobility). 

The experience of the intimate sphere, according to Habermas, gave 
rise to a consciousness of a common "humanity," and to explain how 
this happened, he recounts the flood of letter exchanges and diaries of 
the eighteenth century that Foucault would later situate in the tradition 
of a "confessional mode."9 Habermas places these "confessing" activities 
in a different (and more positive) light with the suggestion that they 
were intrinsically "audience-oriented" and "experiments with the sub
jectivity discovered in the close relationships of the conjugal family." 
Taken together, these Habermasian and Foucaultian insights increase 
our understanding of a complex historical process. However, the sig
nificance of Habermas's point that there is a transfer of experience from 
the intimate to the public spheres gets lost as he now effaces the inter
section of intimate and public. On the surface, the experiences of the 
former simply spilled over into the latter, as author and reader engaged 
in "intimate mutual relationships" and "talked heart to heart" about 
what was "human." He relates that the bourgeois reading public sought 
insight about itself in the moral weeklies and Richardson's Pamela, as it 
would later on in the domestic drama and the psychological novel. 10 

Foucault was similarly struck by the confusion of identity experienced 
by privatized individuals set adrift from the cohesiveness of tradition. 
The bourgeois could not, like the aristocrats they were displacing, sim
ply refer to their superior "blood": according to Foucault, they con
structed a body for themselves by looking "inward." As Habermas re
ports, the reading public grew as public libraries were founded, book 
clubs and reading circles were established, and weekly and monthly 
journals increased their sales. A liberal political public developed out of 
the liberal literary public as the state-governed apparatus succumbed to 
the pressure of the newly confident bourgeois to debate publicly the 
general rules governing commodity exchange and social labor. 11 

9. a. Michel Foucault, Tbe History of Sexuality: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hur
ley, vol. 1 (New York: Vintage Books, 1980). 

10. Habennas, Structural Transformation, 48-51. 
11. Habennas's aim is to show the logical priority of the literary public over the politi

cal one. At the level of practice, the situation was more complex. For a discussion ofHa
bermas's reception in the field of history, see Anthony J. La Vopa, "Conceiving a Public: 
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The separating out of the public into its literary and political compo
nents allows for a significant departure from the unified and enclosed 
public sphere model of the Hellenic world. This separation is also essen
tial to Habermas's idea of the public as a "critical" sphere wherein public 
(state-related) authority is required to legitimate itself before "public 
opinion" and in the name of a common "humanity." It seems relatively 
certain that the bourgeois came to see themselves as authentically 
human and that they regarded the beliefs they developed about them
selves in the "psychological emancipation that corresponded to the po
litical-economic one" as applying in principle to a common humanity. In 
a trivial sense, they could not help but profess that the "voluntariness, 
community of love, and cultivation" that they believed they had discov
ered in a process of self-clarification inhered in humankind as such. 12 But 
Habermas is not simply referring to beliefs about a humanity that might 
be found to be false. Whatever the historical circumstances in which it 
emerged, the bourgeois experience of humanity was an event of world
historical importance because it made possible a concept of humanity 
that was not derivative (based on higher law) and that was in principle 
inclusive. Thus, even though historically restricted, through property 
(and implicitly education) qualifications, the public of the constitutional 
state had a "strict" view of the public sphere: "In its deliberations it an
ticipated in principle that all human beings belong to it."13 Whereas the 
publicity of representation typical of the court had been located in the 
person of the sovereign, the site of the new publicity was the "people." 
Early bourgeois writers soon identified the new publicity with openness 
and the "rule of law," the very opposite of the secrecy and arbitrariness 
typical of courtly practices. 14 

In earlier chapters I remarked that Habermas introduced gender at 
various points in his theory, that the gender aspects of his discussion are 
undertheorized, that as a rule his references to gender are in support of 
some presumably larger point, and that once the point is established, 
gender is put to one side. This pattern can be found in his study of the 
public sphere. He understands the public world by referring to a familial 
sphere whose feeling of "human closeness" is the basis for a concept of 

Ideas and Society in Eighteenth-Century Europe," Tbe journal of Modern Htstory 64 
(March 1992): 79-116. 

12. Habennas, Structural'Iransformatton, 46-47. 
13. Ibid., 85. 
14. Ibid., 89 ff. 
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a common humanity. Moreover, the idea of bourgeois intimacy, while 
crucial to his attempt to extract the emancipatory potential of the new 
public sphere, does not get sustained attention, and the discussion 
moves on to supposedly larger themes. 

Habermas's study is tightly focused around the problem of locating 
the source of the principle of inclusiveness, the public sphere's crucial 
justificatory claim, and once he locates that source in bourgeois inti
macy, the question posed by his book seems to have found an answer. 
The principle of inclusiveness is the assurance he needs that bourgeois 
publicity cannot be reduced to the property-based institutions with 
which it is initially related. 15 While his attention is drawn elsewhere, and 
while he refers only in passing to bourgeois gender relations, his analysis 
of the public sphere continues to be explicated with reference to gen
der. For example, the idea of bourgeois intimacy enables him to indicate 
how the bourgeois "public of private persons" distinguished itself from 
the Greek one. In the Hellenic model, public life, or the sphere of the 
polis, represented what was common to Greek citizens (adult free 
males). It was constituted in discussion and associated with the activi
ties of the market place, but extended to responsibilities in courts of law 
and to the common action of athletic games and war. As Habermas 
points out, movable wealth and economic power could not substitute 
for "being the master of a household and of a family," nor, conversely, 
could someone be excluded from the polis merely because he was too 
poor or had no slaves. While the patrimonial slave economy gave citi
zens freedom from productive labor, their status as citizens was strictly 
tied to their "private autonomy as masters ofhouseholds."16 The private 
status of the Greek master of the of/ros, "upon which depended his polit
ical status as citizen, rested on domination without any illusion of free
dom evoked by human intimacy," whereas the bourgeois "public of pri
vate persons" owed its existence to "the background experience of a 
private sphere that had become interiorized human closeness." Insofar 
as there was no "human closeness" in the Greek world, there was also 
no intimate sphere.17 In Habermas's analysis, the Hellenic dyad of public 

15. Ibid, 45-46. He writes that while the "line between private and public sphere ex· 
tended right through the home," the privatized individuals who "stepped out of the inti
macy of their living rooms into the public sphere of the salon ... were not reducible to 
'society.'" 

16. Ibid., 3. 
17. Ibid., 52. As much as we might be inclined to read back an idea of "human close

ness" into the world of the ancients, there is good reason to believe that we are falsely 
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and private yields to the modem triad of public, private (economic), 
and intimate. 

Habermas does not deny that bourgeois intimacy, which has no paral
lel in the Greek model, is a camouflage for male domination. However, 
he maintains that the "human closeness" of the new family type is more 
than a feeling that inspires bourgeois ideology. For the bourgeois, he 
claims, "humanity's genuine site" is the intimate sphere of the patriar
chal conjugal family and not the public sphere itself, as one might be led 
to believe from a comparison of the Greek model. The "experience of 
'humanity' originated [in modernity] ... in the humanity of the intimate 
relationships between human beings who, under the aegis of the [patri
archal conjugal] family, were nothing more than human" ( 48-52). The 
view that the intimate sphere is "humanity's genuine site" has significant 
implications for Habermas's understanding of the public sphere. As men
tioned above, he makes reference to the intimate sphere to specify a dis
junction within the public sphere between its literary and political di
mensions; that disjunction allows for a critical public space and makes it 
possible to generate new meanings of what constitutes "humanity." He 
also refers to the intimate sphere to explain the internal dynamic of the 
public sphere. 

According to Habermas, there was a profound "ambivalence" be
tween bourgeois and homme in the intimate sphere that was transferred 
to the public one. Within the conjugal family, the bourgeois was "two 
things in one: owner of goods and persons and one human being among 
others, i.e., bourgeois and homme." Similarly, the privatized individual 
was represented as homme in the literary public sphere and bourgeois 
in the political one. 

As soon as privatized individuals in their capacity as human be
ings ceased to communicate merely about their subjectivity but 
rather in their capacity as property-owners desired to influence 
public power in their common interest, the humanity of the liter
ary public sphere served to increase the effectiveness of the pub
lic sphere in the political realm. The fully developed bourgeois 
public sphere was based on the fictitious identity of the two 
roles assumed by tbe privatized individuals who came together 

projecting onto Greek life an experience that was foreign to it. It was not as difficult, as 
one might think, for Plato to imagine the abolition of the Greek family. 
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to form a public: tbe role of property owners and tbe role of 
human beings pure and simple. 

As an ideology, the concept of a common humanity served to conceal 
the particular interests of property owners and manifested the "socially 
necessary consciousness in its essential falsity." However, the concept of 
humanity was "more than" ideology and "more than" illusion because it 
contained an aspect that could "lay a claim to truth inasmuch as it tran
scend[ ed] the status quo in utopian fashion, even if only for purposes of 
justification." The "unmasking" depended, historically and logically, on 
exploding the "fiction of the one public" and exposing the "false" identi
fication of the (political) public of "property owners" and the {literary) 
public of "common human beings" that had enabled class interest to as
sume the "appearance of the general interest" (55-56, 88). 

Habermas attempts to reproduce this dynamic in his model of the 
contradictory institutionalization of the public sphere. Here I would like 
to summarize the basic features of this model, which as I discuss below, 
Habermas continues to defend against feminist challenges. 

At the heart of Habermas's model of the public sphere is an ambiva
lence in the concept of law. As "an expression of will," the concept of 
law "included as an element the claim ... to the exercise of domination," 
but as an "expression of reason" it retained "other, older elements of its 
origin in public opinion" and in fact aimed at the dissolution of domina
tion. Cross-cutting this ambivalence between force and freedom is an
other one between a particular and a general interest, as refiected in the 
equation of bourgeois and homme-property owner and "human 
being." These ambivalences, which structure the model, also destabilize 
it, and this destabilization is sufficient to actualize its built-in mechanism 
for self-transformation-there are potentially ever new definitions of 
"human beings" and "universal interest." Therefore, while the historical 
transformation of the public sphere is initiated by the socialist rejection 
of the liberal equation of property owners and human beings and by the 
Marxist identification of new relationships of power between the class of 
property owners and the class of wage-earners, the rejection of a partic
ular {bourgeois) claim to represent a general interest does not dislocate 
the internal dynamic of a public sphere committed to the idea of a gen
eral interest and to the noncoercive use of reason. The countermodel 
does, however, reverse the classical liberal distinction between public 
and private. Whereas the liberal model requires that private people 
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come together as a public to secure their private sphere legally and po
litically, the "universal concern" of the mass of non-owners who gain ac
cess to the public sphere (through electoral reforms) is no longer the 
reproduction of social life under the conditions of private appropriation, 
but rather the reproduction of social life as such. The liberal "public of 
private persons" is thereby transformed into a "public of citizens," and 
criticism and control by this new public extend to the formerly pri
vately controlled area of socially necessary labor. The principle of inclu
siveness, which initially operates to justify exclusions on the basis of 
property ownership, eventually provides theoretical support for the in
clusion of previously excluded groups of men (79 ff. ). 

These actual and potential inclusions are the expressions of a "public 
use of reason" that Habermas's model is designed to reflect. It is crucial 
that he theorize the possibility of permanent disruption by means of a 
separation within the public sphere of the two wings of the literary and 
the political, with the former, as he calls it, a "training ground" for the 
latter. What is less clear is what the relation is between the "public use 
of reason," whose origins are in the gender relations of the patriarchal 
conjugal family, and the public sphere's gender-based exclusion. Haber
mas refers briefly to the historical exclusion of women, notably in rela
tion to the liberal "public of private persons" and in a passage dealing 
with private autonomy. There he writes that "the [liberal] individual's 
status as a free human being [was] grounded in the intimate sphere of 
the patriarchal conjugal family" and legally guaranteed through such 
"basic rights" as "personal freedom" and "inviolability of the home." The 
legal securing of the "inviolability" of the home is a violent act perpe
trated on those "human beings" legally confined to it, but this apparent 
"irrationality" goes beyond the obvious circumstance that the individual 
was a male head of the household or that the patriarchal conjugal family 
was already presupposed in the category of humanity because, as Haber
mas relates, "family and property" were the "foundation of private au
tonomy" (83 ). If, as he also says, the intimate sphere (patriarchal conju
gal family) is at the core of the private (property) (55), then the 
bourgeois family is at the "core," not only of property, but of private au
tonomy itself. 

Habermas's expressed view is that private autonomy had originally 
derived from one's status as a private (economic) person and by virtue 
of one's control over the means of production, but that within a public 
of citizens where one's public status is not formally tied to property, it 



210 COMMUNICATIVE ACTION 

had to be grounded in the public sphere. "Private persons carne to be 
the private persons of a public rather than a public of private persons." 
He views this development as a reversal. But the guarantee of the exer
cise of private autonomy, in the liberal model no less than in the socialist 
countermodel, is secured by one's participation in a public sphere. This 
suggests that the private (economic) is already within the logic of the 
public. Moreover, either private autonomy means something very differ
ent in the countermodel, where it cannot refer to private control over 
the means of production, or its connection to the private (economic) in 
the liberal model does not exhaust its meaning. That private autonomy 
cannot be reduced to the economic is suggested by the presence, in the 
countermodel, of what Habermas calls a "derivative" private autonomy. 
As the range of potentially public matters increases, a sphere of "infor
mal and personal interaction of human beings ... [is] emancipated ... 
from the constraints of social labor (ever a 'realm of necessity') and be
come[ s] really 'private.' " This "really 'private' " is the intimate sphere, 
which was obviously intended to survive the socialization of the means 
of production ( 128-29). In Engels's words, "The relations between the 
sexes [would become] a purely private affair, which concerns only the 
two persons involved."18 ffthe removal of the intimate sphere from legal 
regulations of every kind is the ne plus ultra of this "derivative" private 
autonomy, the "original" private autonomy was only contingently re
lated to one's status in the private (economic) sphere. The "illusion of 
freedom" in the intimate sphere would have been constitutive of the 
bourgeois concept of humanity. 

Habermas's intention was to develop a model of the public sphere 
that could account for the normative content of the universalizing ten
dency of modernity, and once he had traced that content to the "illusion 
of freedom" in the bourgeois family, he developed a model that could 
refer--descriptively and normatively-to a public sphere, now con
ceived as independent of the intimate sphere. In the tradition of ideol
ogy critique, he "finds" the "standards" of reason "already given" in 
"bourgeois ideals" and takes them "at their word."19 H the "origin" of 
ideology is, as he claims, in the "identification of 'property owner' with 
'human being as such' in the role accruing to private people as members 

18. Friedrich Engels, "Principles of Communism," quoted in Habermas, Structural 
'lransformation, 129. 

19. Habermas, "Horkheimer and Adorno," in Pbilosopbtcal Discourse of Modernity, 
116. 
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of the public in the political public sphere of the bourgeois constitu
tional state,"20 ideology critique also finds its "origin" in the identifica
tion of "property owner" with "human being as such," notwithstanding 
the fact that it contests this identification as a false one.:Zl He reports that 
the concept of humanity originated with a feeling of "human closeness" 
in the bourgeois intimate sphere, but he does not consider that the con
cept of humanity, which was immediately public (audience-oriented), 
only concerned the public one. The intimate sphere, despite its impor
tance for his explanation of the "public use of reason," falls away as he 
takes up anew the discourse of public and private. Habermas's model is 
so faithful a reconstruction of the public sphere's internal dynamic that 
it reproduces the pattern of gender relations at the center of that dy
namic. While the intimate sphere yields the "truth" for the public one, 
gender relations become invisible in his model, just as they did in the 
bourgeois public. The extraction of "truth" then becomes a publicly re
solvable question, spatially removed from the sphere of intimacy that, in 
the meantime, has been legally secured. To talk about exclusion, for 
Habermas, no less than for his predecessors in the nineteenth century, 
now means to expose the "false" identification of the (political) public 
of "property owners" and the (literary) public of "common human 
beings." 

"Public reason" presupposes a type of logic that Habermas would 
later demonstrate for the value sphere of autonomous art. Bourgeois in
timacy has all the markers of art's "inner logic": a space in which the "il
lusion of freedom" yields a promise of reconciliation, the site of the "ex
perience" of humanity, a realm of subjectivity decentered and 
unbounded, a laboratory in which a free subjectivity can experiment 
and play and hit upon what is "really" human, a sphere of truly innova
tive human activity. Habermas explicitly connects intimacy and art: the 
experience of the intimate sphere, in conjunction with art, notably liter
ary works, gives rise to the consciousness of a common humanity that 
becomes the basis for the bourgeois concept of humanity. He maintains 
that this concept of humanity, with its principle of inclusiveness, gets 
written into the culture (literary public sphere) and institutional struc-

20. Habennas, Structural'Jransformation, 88. 
21. Nor can the problem be resolved by moving to the second·order reftectiveness of 

Adorno's performative contradiction wherein one is unhappily resigned to the thought 
that power lurks in the very reason through which truth is produced. a. Habermas, 
"Horkheimer and Adorno," 116ft: 
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ture (political public sphere) of modernity and that it now becomes pos
sible to have a rational organization of society. But how rational can this 
organization be if it is grounded in a gender-structured bourgeois inti
macy and its "illusion of freedom"? At a minimum, Habermas would 
have to show how the principle of inclusiveness that structures the 
"public use of reason" can address exclusions based on gender. 

Habermas's study of the public sphere was written in 1962, and on its 
appearance in English translation it has attracted much interest from 
Anglo-American readers. Some of these newer readers have charged that 
his book "idealizes" the bourgeois public sphere by overvaluing its prin
ciple of inclusiveness and by paying insufficient attention to its exclu
sionary mechanisms. z:z One type of exclusion is related to the "plebeian" 
public that functioned for a time during the French Revolution and per
sisted in some form in the Chartist and anarchist movements of the nine
teenth century. In 1962 Habermas had thought of the plebeian public as 
"merely a variant" of the bourgeois one. 23 His attention was drawn to 
the powerful dynamic of a literate public, and he gave little or no 
thought to the historical repression of the illiterate (uneducated) pub
lics that also claimed to represent the "people." The second type of ex
clusion is the historical and legal exclusion of women of all classes from 
the public sphere established by the bourgeois. Habermas's 1962 analy
sis simply takes note of the fact that women were legally barred from 
participation, and it has been left to feminists to raise concerns about the 
historical confinement of women to the domestic space of the private 
sphere. 24 Joan Landes argues that the institutionalization of bourgeois 
norms at the time of the French Revolution cut off the possibility of es
tablishing a more gender-balanced public. 25 Carole Pateman points to 

22. Eley, "Nations, Publics, and Political Cultures," 289lf., esp. 306. a. Nancy Fraser, 
"Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing De· 
mocracy," in Calhoun, Habermas and the Public Sphere, 109-42. 

23. Habermas, "Further Rellections," 425. See also Habermas, Structural Transforma· 
lion, preface to the 1962 edition, xvili. 

24. Some of this research has been explicitly related to Habermas's idea of public and 
private spheres. See, for example, Meehan, Feminists Read Habermas, esp. Fraser, 
"What's Critical about Critical Theory?" 21lf.; Landes, "Public and the Private Sphere," 
91 ff.; and Fleming, "Women and the 'Public Use of Reason,'" 117 ff. See also Landes, 
Women and the Public Sphere. 

25. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere. Cf. Dena Goodman, "Public Sphere and Pri· 
vate Life: Toward a Synthesis of Current Historiographical Approaches to the Old Re
gime," History and Theory 31:1 (1992): 1-20, who criticizes Landes's use of the terms 
"public" and "private" in the context of the Old Regime. 
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the androcentric nature of modernity in her argument that the coexis
tence of public equality and private inequality is not a contradiction of 
the modern "fraternal" patriarchy, but part of a "coherent social 
structure. "26 

Habermas responds to these criticisms in the foreword to the 1990 
edition of his book. He admits that in 1962 he had underestimated the 
significance of the plebeian public, and he concedes that "the exclusion 
of women from ... [the bourgeois public sphere] dominated by men 
now looks different than it appeared to me [in 1962]." He agrees that the 
model he developed in the 1960s to explain the internal dynamic of the 
public sphere cannot be simply extended to meet newer feminist cri
tiques: "If one seriously tries to make room for the feminist dynamic of 
the excluded other ... the model is conceived too rigidly." However, he 
stands by his basic thesis of the built -in self-transformation of the public 
sphere and maintains that gender exclusion, along with plebeian exclu
sion are "aspects ... whose significance [he had] underestimated" in 
1962. He also insists that "a mistake in the assessment of the significance 
of certain aspects does not falsify the larger outline of the process of 
transformation. "27 

The plebeian public disappeared from history, and its historical sig
nificance is a matter for debate, but feminism is a political struggle that 
originates with the institutionalization of bourgeois norms at the time of 
the French Revolution and continues to this day. As defender of the 
"project of modernity," Habermas is understandably concerned about 
the considerable skepticism many feminists bring to any assessment of 
modernity's potential. In an attempt to counter such skepticism and in 
specific reference to Pateman's work, 28 he writes that the question 
raised by feminists is "whether women were excluded from the bour
geois public sphere in the same fashion as workers, peasants, and the 
'people,' i.e., men lacking 'independence.' " He understands the problem 
as follows. If we proceed from recent changes in the relationship be
tween the sexes, we can see that these changes have had an impact on 

26. Pateman, Sexual Contract, 219 ff. 
27. Habermas, "Further Reflections," 427-30. Cf. Ryan, "Gender and Public Access," 

259-88; Seyla Benhabib, "Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt, the liberal Tradition, 
and Jlirgen Habermas," in Calhoun, Habermas and the Public Sphere, 73-98; and Eley, 
"Nations, Publics, and Political Cultures," 307 ff. 

28. Habermas refers to Carole Pateman, "The Fraternal Social Contract," in John 
Keane, ed., Civil Society and the State (London: Verso, 1988), 101-27. Cf. Pateman, Sex· 
ual Contract. 
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both the economic system and the "private core area of the conjugal 
family." In contrast, the nineteenth-century demands of underprivileged 
men involved changes to the economic system, but could be met with
out disturbing the bourgeois pattern of family relations that, with the 
growth of capitalism, had become dominant for the working class as 
well. From this observation it would appear that the exclusion of 
women from the new public sphere of modernity was determined in a 
"gender-specific" way, that is, women's exclusion had "structuring sig
nificance" for the public sphere and for the relation between public and 
intimate spheres. 29 

Habermas argues that notwithstanding these facts, the exclusion of 
women cannot be regarded as constitutive of the public sphere. In the 
first place, feminist critiques of modernity still appeal to "rights to un
restricted inclusion and equality, which are an integral part of the liberal 
public sphere's self-interpretation." According to that argument, by (im
plicitly or explicitly) making such appeals feminists situate themselves 
within the discourse of modernity and find themselves in performative 
contradiction if they deny the legitimacy of the discourse they have 
made their own. But Habermas also maintains that the possibility, even 
the necessity, of basing critique on claims to inclusion and equality is in
dicative of the public sphere's built-in potential for self-transformation. 
He argues that, with the establishment of the public sphere, no exclu
sion can be regarded as constitutive in the "Foucaultian" sense. He ex
plains that Foucault understands constitutive exclusion as the absence 
of a "common language" between the participants of the hegemonic dis
course and the "protesting others": "the formative rules of a hegemonic 
discourse ... [are] mechanisms of exclusion constituting their respec
tive 'other.' " According to Habermas, the idea of constitutive exclusion 
is useful for understanding the collapse of traditional societies: in the 
bourgeois revolutions, the "people," having been constituted as the 
"other" of aristocratic society, had no choice but to "move and express 
themselves in a universe that was different and other." However, he de
nies the relevance of the idea of constitutive exclusion for analyses of 
modernity and argues that the liberal public sphere had a built-in poten
tial for self-transformation that made Foucaultian-type discourses struc
turally impossible. 30 

29. Habennas, "Further Rdlections," 427-28. 
30. Ibid., 429. 
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In his recent work on law ( 1992) Habermas continues to hold that 
"rights to unrestricted inclusion and equality built into liberal public 
spheres prevent exclusion mechanisms of the Foucauldian type and 
ground a potential for self-transformation. "31 From the perspective I 
have taken in this book, I agree that, on the most general level, feminists 
do claim rights to unrestricted inclusion and equality. But it is one thing 
to say, with Habermas, that these claims are a structural component of 
the discourse of modernity and quite another to suggest that they point 
to a real potential for self-transformation. What would this mean in the 
context of feminist critiques of modernity? If we start from the fact that 
changes in the relationship between the sexes have an impact not only 
on the economic system, but on the internal relations of the family, and 
if we can deduce that the exclusion of women from the public sphere of 
modernity had structuring significance for the bourgeois public and inti
mate spheres, as well as for the relation between them, we need to un
derstand the nature of the restructuring that would be required to meet 
women's claims to full participant status. It is not enough to say that 
rights to inclusion and equality "ground a potential for self-transforma
tion." We also need a critical theory that can provide normative catego
ries for assessing the gendered structures of actual public and intimate 
spheres, as well as their gender-specific relation. But nowhere does Ha
bermas suggest that gender should become a central concern of con
temporary critical theory. To the contrary, in his recent reflections on 
his public sphere book and in his 1992 work on law, he does little more 
than call for the public autonomy of women. He simply encourages fem
inists, as the "affected parties," to make the division of roles and respon
sibilities between women and men a matter of public discussion and po
litical contestation in the "general public sphere."32 

The general public sphere, which is structurally analogous to what 
Habermas once called the literary public sphere, is constituted by a 
complex network of communications and informally organized public 
discourses that serve as grids or filters for channeling some matters 
raised in the general public sphere into the procedurally organized po
litical system for possible legislative action and juridical treatment. The 

31. Habermas,FactsandNorms, 374. 
32. Ibid., 312-14, 424-27. Cf. Habermas, "Struggles for Recognition in the Demo

cratic Constitutional State," in Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism: Examining tbe Politics 
of Recognition, ed. Amy Gutmann (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 
116-26. 
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filtering process is a crucial part of the relation between the two types of 
public spheres, and it is presumably here, in that filtering, that we should 
seek to understand what Habermas must mean by the public sphere's 
potential for self-transformation. However, the relation between the two 
types of public spheres is even more mysterious in his recent work than 
in his early account of the bourgeois public. In 1962 he presented a lit
erary public sphere, more or less unified on the basis of bourgeois ideals, 
that served as a "training ground" for the political public sphere. In 
1992, partly in response to critics' concerns that he had "idealized" the 
bourgeois public, 33 he conceives the general public sphere as "wild" in 
its very nature, "anarchic" in its structure, and "unconstrained" in its 
communication. It is no longer "one" public, but a complex network of 
multiple, overlapping, autonomous publics with communicative struc
tures that emerge "more or less spontaneously."34 To demonstrate the 
"substantive differentiation" of public spheres, Habermas gives the fol
lowing examples: "popular sciep.ce and literary publics, religious and ar
tistic publics, feminist and 'alternative' publics, publics concerned with 
health-care issues, social welfare, or environmental policy."35 

Habermas might well support women in making good their rights to 
unrestricted inclusion and equality, but when he encourages feminists 
to contest unwanted gender identities and gender relations in the gen
eral public sphere, he consigns the matter of the exercise of basic rights 
to the particularistic content of a "feminist public" that, in his discursive 
theory of law and democracy, operates as one of a plurality of competing 
and overlapping publics in an anarchically structured network of com
munication processes. In his theory of law and democracy, no less than 
in his theory of communicative action, Habermas develops theoretical 
categories that serve to detach feminism from its historical relation to 
the grand tradition of bourgeois universalism. 

33. See Eley, "Nations, Publics, and Political Cultures." Habennas develops his more 
recent views by drawing partly on Fraser's distinction between "weak" and "strong" pub
lics that she presented in her critique of his early work on the public sphere. See her "Re· 
thinking the Public Sphere." 

34. Habennas, Facts and Norms, esp. 307 ff. For further discussion of the relation be· 
tween the general public sphere and the political system, see Kenneth Baynes, "Democ
racy and the Recbtsstaat: Habermas's Faktizitat und Geltung," in White, Cambridge 
Companion toHabermas, 216-IS.James Bohman, "Complexity, Pluralism, and the Con· 
stitutional State: On Habermas's Faktizitiit und Geltung," Law & Society Review 28:4 
( 1994), 917-26, finds Habennas's two-track model of the public sphere in tension with 
the goals of radical democracy and suggests solutions to the difficulties. 

35. Habennas,FactsandNorms, 373-74. 
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Few supporters of Habermas would deny that his theory of communica
tive action, when examined from a feminist perspective, poses difficul
ties. However, proponents of the theory have been inclined to view his 
lack of attention to gender as due to a typically Habermasian preoccupa
tion with procedural matters that, in themselves, do not involve gender 
prejudices. According to the usual scenario, Habermas's neglect of gen
der is to be regretted and perhaps he could do better, but that neglect is 
related to the level of abstraction of his theory and is a price that has to 
be paid for a truly universalist theory. Universalism, it is said, has to be 
sufficiently abstract to allow for a plurality of ways of being in the world, 
differing value-systems, and cultural diversity. Moreover, so the story 
goes, feminist criticisms of modernity involve the concrete and political 
aspects of everyday lifeworlds and do not necessarily imply any serious 
challenge for Habermas's rationality framework. Thus, those theorists 
who are interested in questions of rationality can follow Habermas in 
working out the rationality problematic, while feminists and others can 
attend to immediate and concrete needs in analyses more appropriate 
for discussion of cultural and political matters. This position is endorsed 
by Habermas, as can be seen from his discussion of genealogy. He does 
not deny the importance of questions about the exclusionary mecha
nisms that structure discourses, prohibitions on what can be said and 
how it can be said, rules about who has the right to speak, class and race 
specifications, gender, and so on, but he suggests, paradoxically, as I 
have shown, that such questions are not the proper concern of a theory 



218 CoNCLUSION 

of rationality. In his recent comments on feminism he expresses similar 
sentiments. 

It is too easy to fall into the trap of thinking that Habermas's rationality 
problematic is pitched at too abstract a level to attend to feminist con
cerns about inclusion and equality. All this does is to affirm Habermas's 
own understanding of the distinction he draws between matters of ratio
nality and matters of culture. It is not that feminists should not be giving 
attention to cultural matters-we need all the discussion we can get, 
from all sides of the issue and from all political and theoretical perspec
tives. We have learned a great deal from feminist debates about liberal
ism and Marxism, modernism and postmodernism, humanism and gyno
centrism. I support all these efforts. But feminists in general have been 
much too reluctant to tackle questions of rationality, and we have been 
too readily persuaded that a concern with reason is itself somehow im
plicated in male values and perspectives. This attitude, which is discour
agingly pervasive in the feminist literature, lets androcentrism off too 
lightly. Why should we give up on reason just because the ideals of rea
son have been formulated in the male image? The feminist suspicion 
against reason, and not just against male-dominated interpretations of 
reason, has been so strong that feminists who take a serious interest in 
Habermas are, as Johanna Meehan says, more or less "rowing against the 
feminist mainstream."1 But feminist critical theorists also have to take 
care not to concede too much to Habermas. That is, we should not stay 
put in the realm of culture and we should extend our critiques to core 
features of his theory of rationality. It is important, of course, to illumi
nate, and fix, problems in Habermas by supplementing his theory with 
the work of Jessica Benjamin, Carol Gilligan, and Julia Kristeva and to 
test the adequacy of his theory against feminist practice and ideals of sol
idarity.2 In many cases, however, even where the intent is critical, as in 
Jane Braaten's proposal for a feminist "communicative thinking," Haber
mas's rationality framework remains intact. Despite her valuable criti
cisms of Habermas, Braaten does not see the "content" of his theory as 

1. Meehan, Feminists Read Habermas, 1. 
2. Feminist critical theorists, like feminists generally, have been impressed by the work 

of Carol Gilligan. See esp. Benhabib, "Concrete Other"; see also Benhabib, "Debate." For 
reference to the work of jessica Benjamin, see Meehan, "Autonomy, Recognition, and Re
spect." Dean, "Discourse in Different Voices," draws on Gilligan and Benjamin. For work 
dealing with the theories of julia Kristeva, see Allison Weir, "Toward a Model of Self· Iden
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an issue for feminism and admits that her argument "does not repudiate 
Habermas's theory of communicative rationality." She also suggests that 
a feminist communicative thinking might be "encompassed within Ha
bermas's 'aesthetic-cultural' domain of discourse."3 My aim in this book 
has been to take feminist issues directly to Habermas's theory of ratio· 
nality, to challenge his theory's content, and to say why his understand· 
ing of universality precludes a vision of gender equality. 

Over the years, Habermas has articulated the problem of universality 
in various ways. In Structural Transformation he worked with the bour
geois concept of humanity, but, in the end, he could not produce a criti· 
cal standard for assessing subsequent historical public spheres because 
the tradition of Marxian ideology critique, in which his book was writ· 
ten, turned out to be too dependent on bourgeois ideals. He then turned 
to a study of the relation between knowledge and human interests and 
attempted to articulate an emancipatory interest of knowledge. Again he 
saw methodological limitations, and he concluded that his thesis of 
knowledge-constitutive interests was too constrained by epistemology 
and the model of self-reflection associated with the consciousness tradi· 
tion of the philosophy of the subject. Against this background, in his the· 
ory of communicative action, he seeks to secure the independence of 
the normative foundations of critical theory by directing attention to the 
communicative structures of the lifeworld. He argues that we have to 
expand the concept of rationality by showing that intersubjective recog· 
nition of criticizable validity occurs over three "worlds" and that valid
ity can no longer be understood simply in relation to the objective 
world and the "knowing subject." His theory of communicative action is 
remarkable in its breadth, persuasive on many issues, and frequently 
compelling, but this attempt to break with the philosophy of the subject 
does not succeed. He was already on the wrong track when he adopted 
an expansionist strategy, that is, when he proposed that truthfulness and 
rightness be understood as "truth-analogous concepts" and that the so
cial and subjective "worlds" be viewed on the model of the objective 
"world." That strategy is suspect because it is too closely tied to the 
model of truth, and in any event it breaks down for internal reasons. 

While Habermas's formal-pragmatic analysis is weakened by his inabil· 
ity to sustain basic distinctions, the difficulty I have traced to the gender 
dimensions of his theory is not simply a question of the internal integrity 

3. Braaten, "From Communicative Rationality to Communicative Thinking." 
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of his lifeworld concept. If that were the case, he (or others) could con
ceivably start all over again, as he did after he became dissatisfied with 
ideology critique, and later when he turned away from epistemology. 
Nor is the problem of gender in Habermas's theory reduceable to his 
methodological starting point: that is, to the fact that he abstracts cogni
tive structures from the flow of historical events and the evolution of so
ciety from historical forms of life. That view, too, would suggest that we 
need a new methodology, one that gives priority to the particular and 
the concrete rather than to the universal and the general. Would that the 
matter could be so easily resolved, but it cannot. Even within the as
sumptions of Habermas's theory, gender relations do not have to be 
viewed as reduceable to lifeworld identities, and they can, in fact, be un
derstood as involving relations between persons and a moral-practical 
rationality that, according to Habermas, is shared (at least implicitly) by 
all forms of life. If, as 1 have argued, gender involves moral intuitions, and 
not simply "clinical" intuitions about the value of a form of life, the theo
rist will not be required, as Habermas suggests, to forgo judgment on 
gender-based practices, at least not insofar as they relate to just relations 
between persons. Habermas's arguments for the primacy of rationality 
over culture (in philosophy and social theory) and for the primacy of 
morality over ethical life (in moral theory) do not hold up, but the ques
tion is why, even within the assumptions of his model, he inevitably as
signs gender to the level of culture and ethical life. In his discussion of 
the Hindu practice of sati, for example, he understands gender as a cul
tural matter, in which the theorist has no choice but to acknowledge the 
(social) validity of actions taken in the context of values he does not 
share, rather than also to the rationality level in which the theorist can 
engage (imaginatively) with the participants of the Hindu culture in the 
context of an understanding of rationality that "they" implicitly share 
with "us." 

More is at stake than finding the right methodology, and the failure of 
Habermas's formal-pragmatic analysis only highlights the problem of 
how to interpret his idea of intersubjectivity. He has tried to convey an 
understanding of intersubjectivity by way of ideology critique, through 
his thesis of knowledge-constitutive interests, and through formal-prag
matic analysis. Because the idea of intersubjectivity is not entirely de
pendent on his formal-pragmatic argument, it survives the failure of that 
argument, and we can turn to his early work to try to make sense of as
pects of the idea that Habermas might have missed. To judge from his 
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work on the public sphere, it would appear that his understanding of in
tersubjectivity is patterned too closely on the bourgeois concept of hu
manity as a realm of genderless beings. In the tradition of historical ma
terialism, Marx broke the identification of bourgeois and "human being," 
but to go beyond Marx, Habermas would have had to break the identifi
cation of male and human being. Not only does he not do this-a rather 
large "oversight" for someone who has universalist aims, but his theory 
actually promotes the identification of male and human being in its re
tention of a gender-structured family. What is disconcerting for a poli
tics of gender equality, and what is difficult to deal with theoretically, is 
the way the normativity of the bourgeois type of family gets written into 
Habermas's theory. His interpretation of the modern understanding of 
the world is deeply problematic, not because universalism is itself a 
problem-if by that we mean that we should give up universalism-but 
because the categories of his theory are too committed to a particularist 
understanding of gender. 

Habermas views issues of gender as cultural and historical and as not 
properly belonging to the rationality problematic, but references to gen
der appear in his text intermittently and infrequently, at crucial points in 
the argument, generally unexpectedly, and leave important questions 
unanswered. What I refer to as the problem of gender emerges most 
conspicuously in his thesis of the internal colonization of the lifeworld. 
That thesis also establishes the basic distinctions of his theory of ratio
nality: lifeworld and system, communicative and instrumental rationalit
ies. The point of the colonization thesis is to show that a systems ratio
nality associated with legal-bureaucratic intervention into the lifeworld 
leads to an erosion of the lifeworld's constitutive communicative prac
tices, but what Habermas understands by this erosion can be explained 
only with reference to the social reproduction of the cognitive skills 
necessary to participate in the open-ended communication processes of 
modernity. Ufeworld reproduction is the core concern of his coloniza
tion thesis, and because he understands lifeworld reproduction (de
scriptively and normatively) as the function of family and school institu
tions, the only examples he could have chosen to demonstrate his thesis 
of the progressive deterioration of the lifeworld's constitutive communi
cative practices under conditions of advanced capitalism were the ones 
he gave: family and school. But if there are no other possible examples, 
we have to conclude that family and school are not really examples at all 
and that the colonization thesis is not about the general problem of juri-
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dification in contemporary democracies, but rather about the pro
foundly negative effects of juridification on the core lifeworld areas of 
family and school. The problem of gender in Habermas's theory con
cerns the anxious attention he gives to lifeworld reproduction and his 
corresponding relegation of the question of basic rights for women and 
children to secondary importance. To assess the seriousness of this prob
lem for his theory, we have to examine his attitude to the nurturer role: 
he both understands the nurturinwsocialization of the young as crucially 
important for sustaining and reproducing the lifeworld's communicative 
practices and yet does not include the nurturer role among the social 
roles in the systemllifeworld interchange. 

The gender-based difficulties of Habermas's theory are traceable to his 
theory's origins as a proposal for reconstructing historical materialism. 
In that proposal he argues that we cannot understand the specifically 
"human" mode of reproducing life, unless we "supplement" the Marxian 
concept of social labor with the familial principle of organization, under
stood as the institutionalization of the "father" role. In Habermas's re
constructed historical materialism, socialization becomes critical for 
species development because humans, unlike the primates and homi
nids, can no longer rely on natural selection and must evolve on an "ex
clusively social" basis. In a "human" society, social labor, which heiden
tifies with a male subsystem, is integrated through a social role system 
that is linguistically and culturally organized, requires highly competent 
individuals, and is crucially dependent on the transmission of compe
tences from one generation to the next. However, the reproduction of 
the competences needed to participate in the (male) social role system 
is provided through the work of nurturing and socialization that takes 
place outside "social" labor, in a female subsystem. Habermas argues 
that supplementing the concept of social labor with the familial (male
headed) principle of organization allows us to demarcate human and an
imallife, but the whole point of such demarcation is to establish that so
ciocultural evolution and historical progress can be conceived in terms 
of interactive competences and the expansion of possibilities for "rea
soned action." In this way, he hopes to provide for a theory of historical 
progress that restricts itself to a theory of cognitive development and ra
tionality structures, one that is not tied to the ideals of a particular his
torical period. Unfortunately, his theory of historical progress is built on 
a gendered foundation that is very much tied to the ideals of a particular 
period in history. 
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Habermas does not (and cannot) include the "female" labor of social
ization in the concept of social labor because, in his attempt to account 
for sociocultural evolution and historical progress in terms of expanding 
possibilities for reasoned action, he formulates the concept of social 
labor in such a way that it explicitly excludes the type of labor involved 
in socialization. He cannot both include "female" labor in a concept of 
social labor and still claim that "female" labor is a necessary "supple
ment" to social labor. And if he were to give up the idea that "female" 
labor is "supplementary" to social labor, he would have to rethink the 
meaning of sociocultural evolution and historical progress. Habermas's 
assessment of the role of "female" labor for sociocultural evolution is a 
kind of milestone in his thinking, and it gets structured into the basic 
categories of his theory of communicative action. He maintains that so
cialization processes are crucial for sustaining and renewing the individ
ual competences associated with strong personality systems and the 
modern type of lifeworld, so that the "female" work of socialization not 
only does not lose its importance in modernity, but comes to dominate 
the overall process of reproducing the lifeworld. 

Habermas's systemllifeworld schema is a more complex version of his 
understanding of the concept of social labor. Just as the "female" labor 
of socialization is excluded from social labor, so the nurturer role is ab
sent from the social roles (employee, consumer, client, citizen) of the 
systernllifeworld interchange. This absence is not a simple oversight, 
and it also does not indicate that Habermas thinks the nurturer role un
important. On the contrary, socialization is so important for his theory 
that it takes precedence even over the question of basic rights. The nur
turer role is excluded because Habermas does not view it as a strictly 
"social" role. In his theory of communicative action, as in his discussion 
of historical materialism, he reproduces the Marxian exclusion of "fe
male" work from social labor. Whereas the familial principle of organiza
tion had to be "added on" to the concept of social labor to understand 
the "human" mode of reproducing life, so the nurturer role has to be 
"added on" to the social roles of the systernllifeworld interchange for 
understanding the reproduction of the modem type of lifeworld. More
over, whereas his reconstructed historical materialism envisions male 
and female subsystems as connected by a "socially regulated exchange," 
his theory of communicative action understands the two communica
tive spheres of the lifeworld (familial and public) as functionally con
nected through processes of socialization. There is also an important dif-
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ference. In each case, the internal relations of "private" and "public" 
lifeworld spheres are relatively autonomous, but in the theory of corn
municative action, and with reference to the modem type of lifewodd, 
the family becomes a site of emancipation in its own right. The modem 
family is presented as self-contained, having its own integrity, actually 
growing in autonomy, and predisposed to seeing itself as separate from. 
the basically alien economic and administrative imperatives that strike 
at it from the "outside." 

This aestheticization of the internal relations of the modem family is 
prefigured in Habermas's account of the bourgeois pubic sphere. The 
model he develops in that account refers--descriptively and norma
tively-to a public sphere, but the public sphere's concept of humanity 
draws its inspiration from the "illusion of freedom" in the bourgeois 
family. Habermas's mistake occurs early on in his argument, just after he 
traces the bourgeois concept of humanity to a feeling of "human close
ness" in the intimate sphere of the patriarchal conjugal family. He is now 
confronted with two "realities"-the fundamental inequality of the in· 
ternal relations of the bourgeois family and the illusion harbored by the 
family that family members were all free and equal "human beings." But 
he is drawn to the normative power of the family's "illusion of freedom," 
and he puts the "reality" of gender inequality to one side. It apparently 
does not occur to him to carry forward into his analysis of the public 
sphere a critique of the gender relations for which the "illusion of free· 
dom" was constitutive. Habermas is still very much influenced by his 
early discovery that, for modernity, humanity's "genuine site" is the inti· 
mate sphere of the bourgeois family, and he continues to incorporate 
into his theory an idealization of family life that makes criticism of a gen· 
der-structured family all but impossible. 

The problem of gender also applies to Habermas's discourse ethics. 
Whereas in his theory of communicative action the nurturer role is not 
strictly social, his discourse ethics holds that gender and other "good 
life" questions are not "strictly normative." The justice/good life split 
has received much critical attention, but the difficulty is not simply a 
matter of excessive attention to form at the expense of content. Haber
mas's discourse ethics, though a formal theory, has an investment in a 
certain type of content, and he attempts to justify that investment 
through his principle of universalization. That principle, as the core part 
of the logic of practical discourses, separates statements that are evalua· 
tive from those that are "strictly" normative, the "good" from the "just." 
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Within this process, one type of content-justice understood as the gen
eralizability of interests-gets "selected" as the content of moral theory, 
while whatever is left over becomes categorized as not strictly norma
tive, to be left to the participants themselves, and to be decided in the 
context of lifeworld identities and cultural values. The selectivity of Ha
bermas's principle of universalization is, however, dependent on his for
mal-pragmatic analysis of the validity-basis of speech, and his inability to 
sustain that analysis means that he can no longer provide a basis for the 
privileging of justice questions in his discourse ethics. My argument is 
not meant to reject procedural questions as an important concern of 
moral theory, but to say that there is no justification for viewing these 
questions as the exclusive, or even primary, content of moral theory. 
That means that we need to rethink the concept of justice, from within 
discourse ethics, but also moral theory more generally. 

Habermas's theory is not universalistic enough because the basic cate
gories of the theory are gender-coded. As matters currently stand, his 
understanding of social labor and socialization processes~ on which his 
concept of communicative rationality sits, is a gendered, and flawed, un
derstanding. But it does not follow that we must, or even can, give up on 
reason, nor should we tum away from universalism. 

As I have indicated at several points in this book, I agree with Haber
mas that feminist critiques of modernity presuppose "rights to unrestric
ted inclusion and equality." That situates me, and in my view feminists 
generally, very much within the philosophical discourse of modernity. 
Feminism also continues the "project of modernity," though that project 
cannot unfold the way Habermas has envisioned. The task ahead is to 
work for a radical democracy that can better live up to the promise of in
clusion and equality. No theory that has been inspired by that promise 
can be left out of account, and especially not Habermas's. But if his the
ory is to contribute to a new universalism, it cannot be accepted in its 
present form and will have to be reconstructed. According to Habermas, 
reconstruction "signifies taking a theory apart and putting it together 
again in a new form in order to attain more fully the goal it has set for it
self. "4 Habermas reconstructs historical materialism by supplementing 
the concept of social labor with a gendered familial structure, and any 
reconstruction of Habermas's universalism will have to address his deci-

4. Jtirgen Habennas, "Historical Materialism and the Development of Nonnative Struc
tures," in Communication and tbe Evolution of Society, 95. 
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sion to place the "female" labor of socialization outside social labor. In 
the reconstructed universalism I have in mind, we will have to think 
about how gender issues can be explicitly theorized not as "add-ons" to 
Habermas's lifeworld analysis, but as an integral part of our interpreta
tion of the lifeworld and its communicative structures. 

Universalism, reconceptualized to give explicit attention to issues of 
gender, has to become a critical and historical project. The concern 
shifts away from trying to justify the (gendered) understanding of mo
dernity to the question of how to clarify, and to correct for, the gen
dered and Western intuitions that have been taken by Habermas (and 
others) to be representative of rationality and of modernity. We can also 
revive the "practical intent" of critical theory, its Marxian inspiration, 
that has been all but lost in Habermas. 
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