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HABERMAS AND THE POSSIBILITY  

OF CRITICAL THEORY 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Habermas is well known both for the breadth of his scholarship and for his willingness to 
utilize ideas and insights from radically different fields and traditions to build his critical 
social theory. Mapping the range of thinkers that have exerted some influence on 
Habermas’s mature thought would require a book in itself, and a further book could be 
devoted to arguments as to the centrality of particular influences on Habermas’s project. 
However, it is not the purpose of this chapter to attempt to adjudicate between different 
sources of the theory of communicative action. The purpose of this chapter is to 
demonstrate the central importance of Kant’s critical philosophy in Habermas’s own 
conception of critical theory. The classification of Habermas as a Kantian thinker is a 
commonplace on the part of both Habermas and his critics. Since the publication of 
Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas has found himself constantly defending and 
reformulating his critical theory in the light of accusations of Kantian foundationalism, 
formalism and utopianism.1 Habermas has claimed, in his mature theory, to have 
captured what is useful in the project of Kantian critique without falling into any of the 
above errors, or at least without doing so in an indefensible way. It will be argued in this 
chapter that Habermas has not succeeded in taming or neutralizing the implications of the 
Kantian inheritance on which his work draws selectively. On the contrary, it will be 
argued that Habermas’s mature work remains locked into the logic of Kantian critical 
thought and therefore shares its peculiar and paradoxical politics. 

The chapter falls into four parts. The first will look at Habermas’s account of a 
radicalized critique in Knowledge and Human Interests and at the nature of the 
moderated critique developed in response to the weaknesses of this early text. This will 
involve examining the nature of universal pragmatics, Habermas’s concept of the 
evolution of society and the development of his thought into a theory of communicative 
action. The second section will examine the relation between Habermas’s critical theory 
and Kant’s critical philosophy, focusing in particular on the distinction between domains 
of reason or spheres of validity, the distinction between system and lifeworld, and the 
distinction between the logic and dynamics of historical development. The third section 
will explore Habermas’s conceptions of morality and legality and the extent to which 
they follow the pattern of Kant’s moral and political philosophy. The fourth section will 
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demonstrate a parallel between Habermas’s account of the philosophical discourse of 
modernity and Kant’s argument for the discipline of pure reason. In conclusion, it will be 
argued that the politics of Habermas’s critical theory repeats that of Kant’s critical 
philosophy as described in the previous chapters. 

RADICALIZING AND MODERATING CRITIQUE 

In Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas argues for a revival of Kant’s 
epistemological project, premised on a concept of knowledge which is neither equated 
with pure scientism nor with Hegel’s absolute knowledge. In Habermas’s view, Kant’s 
recognition of the need to reflect on the limits of the validity of human knowing remains 
the crucial philosophical insight of modern philosophy (Habermas, 1971:5). This insight 
was radicalized in the work of Hegel and Marx, but also significantly undermined first by 
Hegel’s retreat into absolute knowledge and then by Marx’s inadequate conceptions of 
reflection and action. According to Habermas, the unhappy result of the reworking of 
Kant’s project in Hegel and Marx has been to defeat the possibility of radical 
epistemology and to open up the way for the irrelevance of philosophy to science and the 
essentially pre-Kantian dominance of positivism in the natural and social sciences. What 
is rejected in Hegel is not his phenomenology, which Habermas reads as an immanent 
critique of Kant, but his positing of the goal of absolute knowledge, which Habermas 
understands as a lapse back into the Kantian dilemma of knowing before knowledge and 
as the mark of an overweening ambition in philosophy which reaches beyond critique to 
metaphysics (Habermas, 1971:24). What is rejected in Marx is not his materialism but his 
reduction of action to production. This results, according to Habermas, in the elimination 
of reflection as a motivating force in history and encourages the substitution of scientism 
for critique in social theory (Habermas, 1971:44). Regardless of the merits of Habermas’s 
reading of either Hegel or Marx, it is clear that his chief complaint against them has to do 
with the ways in which they sabotage rather than realize the potential of Kant’s critical 
turn. It is this turn that Habermas wants to preserve, purged of any speculative taint. He 
accomplishes this in Knowledge and Human Interests by identifying transcendental 
conditions for different kinds of knowing in the concept of knowledge-constitutive 
interests and by following Fichte in subsuming theoretical under practical reason. 

Orientation toward technical control, toward mutual understanding in the 
conduct of life, and toward emancipation from seemingly ‘natural’ 
constraint establish the specific view points from which we can apprehend 
reality as such in any way whatsoever. 

(Habermas, 1971:311) 

The natural sciences, therefore, are ‘subject to the transcendental conditions of 
instrumental action’, whereas the social/hermeneutic sciences are governed by the 
requirements of communicative action (Habermas, 1971:191). However, the metacritical 
sciences, which are processes of self-reflection, are governed by the demands of 
emancipatory action in which knowing and acting are identical, and it is those sciences, 
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for which Habermas takes psychoanalysis as a model, which reveal most clearly the 
essentially interested nature of reason (Habermas, 1971:212). 

At the end of Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas had hoped to have paved the 
way for a critical political and social theory necessarily linked to political and social 
practice. The concept of knowledge-constitutive interests, supposedly grounded in 
objective facts about the human condition and human evolution, made transcendental 
critique possible without being haunted by either transcendental ideals or the ‘thing-in-
itself’. It did not take long, however, for the critical reception of the notion of knowledge-
constitutive interests to force Habermas to re-think the extent to which he had evaded the 
pitfalls of Kantian transcendental argument.2 In particular, the notion of a constitutive 
relation between emancipation and critical theory was difficult to ground plausibly in 
facts about the human condition and appeared to be uncritically presumed rather than 
self-reflectively established. Without the guarantee of an emancipatory interest, the 
relevance of critical theory to the other aspects of knowledge becomes posited rather than 
necessary, putting the critic in danger of becoming the metaphysician and leaving science 
once more to scientism. In the light of these problems, among others, Habermas 
abandoned his first attempt to ground the possibility of critique in the concept of 
transcendental interest. He did not, however, abandon his commitment to the revival of 
the Kantian project of establishing the limits of the validity of claims to knowledge. 
Whereas Kant’s search for the conditions of human cognitive and practical judgement led 
him into positing unknowable ideas in a transcendental beyond, for Habermas the search 
takes him to the analysis of the structure of language and an immanent, self-evident set of 
requirements for meaningful discourse. Metacritique has been reformulated as 
reconstructive science, the paradigm for which is provided by universal pragmatics 
(Habermas, 1979:1). Universal pragmatics is Habermas’s term for the analysis of the 
formal conditions on speech acts necessary for the arrival at understanding between 
speakers and hearers. Although Habermas has somewhat modified the boldness of his 
claims since the publication of Communication and the Evolution of Society (see 
Habermas, 1984:137), his faith in the capacity of the analysis of the presuppositions of 
speech to deliver an adequate basis for critical theory has remained steadfast. As 
Habermas sees it, the understanding of any utterance, whether it be a claim to truth, a 
moral judgement or an aesthetic expression, depends on the possibility of the redemption 
of the validity claims implicit in the utterance. What is crucial to the truth or legitimacy 
of the utterance is its being recognized as being true or legitimate in the light of 
intersubjectively valid criteria, the validity of which in turn can be guaranteed only by 
their intersubjective agreement. Initially this appears to be a fairly uncritical description 
of how discourse works. It acquires a critical twist in that Habermas claims that the 
formal conditions of the intelligibility of utterance imply more than a de facto or 
transitory consensus. Instead, the formal conditions of all speech are logically implicated 
in an ideal of discursive validation in which all presuppositions are themselves 
discursively validated in free argument between equals. The grounds of truth, rightness 
and truthfulness can only be fully realized in the ideal speech situation. Universal 
pragmatics provides Habermas with a tool for the analysis of the logic of both individual 
cognitive development and the evolution of society. The idea of communicative 
rationality, which is intersubjectively based and oriented towards understanding, is both 
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presupposed in all discourse and provides a standard against which both individual 
rational capacities and the organization of societies can be judged (Habermas, 1979:205). 

Since Habermas’s turn to language in Communication and the Evolution of Society his 
theory has developed in line with the logical and historical claims made there for the 
critical potential of formal-pragmatic analysis. In The Theory of Communicative Action 
Habermas states that communicative rationality is already a given in modem social life 
(albeit in a fragmentary and distorted form) and that its universal potential for the 
grounding of critique can be expounded without recourse to foundationalism in three 
different ways.3 First, in the reconstructive science of formal pragmatics; second, in the 
empirical usefulness of formal-pragmatic insights; and third, in an account of social 
theory since Weber worked up into a theory of societal rationalization. 

The programme of formal pragmatics aims at hypothetical reconstructions 
of that pre-theoretical knowledge that competent speakers bring to bear 
when they employ sentences in actions oriented to reaching 
understanding. 

(Habermas, 1984:138) 

In The Theory of Communicative Action emphasis is placed on the hypothetical standing 
of the universal rules transcendentally deduced through formal-pragmatic analysis. These 
hypothetical reconstructions can at best be supported by being checked against the 
intuitions of empirical speakers in different contexts, but they cannot be decisively 
legitimated. Habermas characterizes the rational internal structure of communicative 
action in terms of 

a) the three world-relations of actors and the corresponding concepts of 
the objective, social and subjective worlds; b) the validity claims of 
prepositional truth, normative rightness, and sincerity or authenticity; c) 
the concept of a rationally motivated agreement, that is, one based on the 
intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity claims; and d) the 
concept of reaching understanding as the cooperative negotiation of 
common definitions of the situation. 

(Habermas, 1984:137) 

The argument of Habermas’s formal pragmatics is that this internal structure is 
universally implicit in any discursive attempt to reach an understanding. The argument is 
based on an analysis of speech drawing heavily on the speech act theory of Austin and 
Searle but which transforms the vocabulary of locutionary, illocutionary and 
perlocutionary force into one of the positing and redemption of different validity claims. 
Claims a and b are derived from an examination of the ways in which it is possible to 
relate to the world in speech and are mutually supportive. According to Habermas, 
speakers/actors take up relations to three different worlds: an objective world of entities 
about which true statements can be made; a social world, which is composed of all 
legitimate interpersonal relations, which ground normative claims; and a subjective 
world, which is the world of private experience which the speaker/actor can truthfully 
express. This threefold classification is confirmed by the different kinds of validity 
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claims made in all speech which is oriented towards understanding: that the statement 
made is true, that the speech act is right with respect to an existing normative context, and 
that the speaker means what is said. Claim c follows from the characterization of speech 
oriented to reaching understanding as the staking of claims to validity. Once speech is 
understood in this way it can obviously only be effective if there is intersubjective 
recognition of the kinds of claim being made. Once there is a conception of the nature of 
the claims there must also be a conception of what it means for the claim to fail, and 
therefore such claims are necessarily open to criticism. Habermas’s fourth claim is not 
necessarily implicated in the characterization of communicative discourse in a, b and c. It 
is a claim that, over and above the grounding of validity claims in common conceptions 
of truth, right and authenticity, there is a sense in which the process of reaching 
understanding opens up the possibility of putting those grounds themselves into question 
and provides a procedure for discursively validating new grounds. 

In The Theory of Communicative Action formal pragmatics plays a peculiar role. On 
the one hand, it is crucial to Habermas’s second and third ways of expounding the 
universality of the concept of communicative rationality; on the other hand, the potential 
of formal-pragmatic analysis is seen to be much more modest than in Habermas’s earlier 
work. Formal pragmatics provides the starting point and conceptual armoury for 
empirical analysis and a theory of societal rationalization and at the same time its 
findings are both hypothetical and incapable of conclusive validation. The path that 
Habermas does not take in The Theory of Communicative Action is that of examining the 
empirical usefulness of formal pragmatic insights. He sketches out three ways in which 
this might be done, in 

the explanation of pathological patterns of communication, the evolution 
of the foundations of sociocultural forms of life, and the ontogenesis of 
capabilities for action. 

(Habermas, 1984:139) 

The first of these relies on the other two, since it presumes the adequacy of formal 
pragmatic standards of normality which may or may not be given support by empirical 
investigation of human evolution and psychological development. Although Habermas 
does not pursue these programmes here, it is clear from his writings on the evolution of 
the human species and the individual that he does think the insights of formal pragmatics 
can be supported empirically in a way that can buttress transcendental argument. In this 
context, however, he chooses the third and ‘less demanding’ way of developing a theory 
of societal rationalization. This is accomplished through a reconstruction of the history of 
social theory since Weber. 

At first sight, Habermas’s turn to a history of social theory as the means of grounding 
and developing his own critical theory is difficult to understand. In what sense can such a 
history help to establish the universality of the logic of communicative rationality? The 
answer, for Habermas, seems to lie in the way in which social theory in itself illustrates 
the self-understanding of the times in which it is produced and combines conceptual and 
empirical insights into the nature of rationality and action. By expounding, criticizing and 
reflecting on social theory, Habermas aims to arrive at his own interpretation of 
modernity and the possibility of critical theory within it. A full account of the details of 
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Habermas’s reconstruction of social theory is impossible here and I will confine myself 
to highlighting certain aspects of the argument only. However, it should be noted that 
Habermas employs the same tactic in his analysis of all the theorists with whom he 
engages. The arguments of the theorists in question are ‘reconstructed’ in the sense of 
being expounded and interrogated in terms of the concept of communicative rationality 
outlined in the first chapter of The Theory of Communicative Action. Thus Habermas 
contrives to appear to learn from Weber, Durkheim, Mead and Parsons, whilst at the 
same time teaching them a lesson. 

Habermas’s discussion of Weber’s work is dominated by the claim that Weber’s 
theory of the rationalization processes characteristic of modern societies has two aspects 
(Habermas, 1984:140–141). One aspect concerns the mode of rationality opened up by 
the process of disenchantment, in which religious worldviews no longer provide a key to 
meaning. The other aspect concerns the mode of rationality characteristic of capitalism. 
The former mode of rationality is oriented towards understanding; the latter is oriented 
towards success. 

Unfettering normative contexts and releasing communicative action from 
traditionally based institutions—that is from obligations of consensus—
loads (and overloads) the mechanism of reaching understanding with a 
growing need for coordination. On the other hand, in two central domains 
of action, institutions are replaced by compulsory associations—and 
organizations of a new type; they are formed on the basis of media that 
uncouple action from processes of reaching understanding and coordinate 
it via generalized instrumental values such as money and power. 

(Habermas, 1984:341–342) 

Habermas formulates his own distinction between lifeworld (action oriented towards 
understanding) and system (action oriented towards success) in the light of his reading of 
Weber, and criticizes Weber’s emphasis on the logic of the latter over that of the former. 
In Habermas’s case, it is the logic of communicative rationality in the lifeworld that 
motors systemic development. However, change is so complex and rapid that the 
mechanisms of co-ordination characteristic of the lifeworld (action oriented to 
understanding) are unable to cope. They become substituted by steering media which co-
ordinate via strategic action and eventually recoil on the lifeworld which gave rise to 
them in the first place. It is this dualist conception of modern capitalist society that 
Habermas then fleshes out through an analysis of the work of Mead, Durkheim and 
Parsons. 

The story told by Mead and Durkheim, according to Habermas, is the story of the rise 
of language as the medium for the formation of both individual and lifeworld (the 
‘linguistification of the sacred’) (Habermas, 1984:141). Mead’s symbolic interactionist 
account of the development of subjective identity and the relation of ego to alter provides 
a reconstruction of individual development in terms of shifts in the nature of 
communication and ‘the norming of behavioural expectations’ (Habermas, 1987a:43). 
The rise of language is reflected at the level of the species in Durkheim’s sociology of 
religion and his account of the move from mechanical to organic solidarity in social 
systems. This shift, according to Habermas, operates at three levels in Durkheim’s 
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account: the rationalization of worldviews; the generalization of moral and legal norms; 
and the increasing individuation of individuals (Habermas, 1987a:83). Habermas 
suggests that Durkheim came to understand this development as a process of 
rationalization towards a universalistic morality (Habermas, 1987a:85). On Habermas’s 
own reading of the logic of historical development, however, what Durkheim (like Mead) 
is drawing attention to is the release of the potential of communicative rationality that 
follows from the disenchantment of the world (Habermas, 1987a:87–91). Habermas does 
not accept either Mead’s or Durkheim’s theories in total, and his most significant 
reservation about Mead is his tendency towards a ‘disregard for dynamics in favour of the 
logic of societal development’ (Habermas, 1987a:110). By focusing on the logic of 
interaction and the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld, Mead is led into an idealistic 
reading of history which ignores the way in which systemic reproduction distorts the 
logic of communicative rationality. It is at this point that Habermas turns to Parsons to 
supplement the theory of the lifeworld generated by the excavation of Mead and 
Durkheim. Although Habermas pays tribute to the usefulness and sophistication of 
Parsons’s theory, he (Habermas) judges it to be too optimistic in one way and too 
pessimistic in another (Habermas, 1987a:203). Pessimistic in that Parsons’s conception of 
action is too narrow, leading him to accord conceptual primacy to his systems theory, too 
optimistic in that the inadequacy of Parsons’s concept of action leads him to an over-
sanguine account of social integration. Without a full concept of communicative 
rationality/action, Parsons has no critical tools to identify pathological patterns of 
development in modernity (Habermas, 1987a:291–294). 

At the end of his tour through the history of social theory, Habermas has identified the 
key elements of his own critical social theory. Three elements are crucial to this theory: 
first, there is the concept of communicative rationality/action and its Utopian potential as 
opposed to rationality/action oriented to success. Second, there is the identification of 
lifeworld as the realm of communicative rationality and system as the realm of 
instrumental rationality. Third, there is an evolutionary theory about the relations 
between these two concepts of rationality/action in the histories of lifeworld and system. 
According to Habermas, in this mature articulation of his theory, the strong 
transcendentalism of earlier formulations of his thought has been overcome. Although 
still acknowledging the significance of the Kantian philosophy in his work, Habermas 
sees himself as having evaded its dangers. In the next section this will be put to the test. 

REASON AND HISTORY 

For Habermas, as for Kant, the critique of reason involves addressing the problem of 
determining the conditions of judgement and delimiting the domains of reason, which are 
identified in both cases as theoretical, practical and aesthetic. In the previous chapters we 
saw how in Kant’s case the critical project ran into a variety of problems. The assumption 
of the limitation of reason along with its legislative power led to the postulation of the 
thing-in-itself on the one hand, and transcendental ideas and ideals of reason on the other. 
The constitution and regulation of reason was itself placed beyond reason in the 
unknowable fiat of pure practical reason. The split between understanding and reason, or 
between theoretical and practical reason, reduced knowledge to knowledge only of 
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appearance and elevated morality to a world apart from nature. In Kant’s work the 
domain of the aesthetic becomes one in which the dualisms of the critiques of theoretical 
and practical reason are both confirmed and problematized. The possibility of aesthetic 
judgements of taste remains mysterious even as it is recouped through its subsumption in 
a transcendental and unknowable ‘substrate’. The outcome of Kant’s version of critique 
shifts constantly between authoritarian claims and the dissolution of all authority. Clearly 
Habermas is aware of the possible pitfalls into which a Kantian-inspired critique may fall. 
In particular, he is anxious to avoid ‘metaphysical’ connotations in the postulation of 
transcendental grounds. Abandoning his early attempt to establish these grounds in the 
concept of constitutive interests, Habermas turns to universal pragmatics and the way in 
which different claims are grounded in the logic of the use of language. The 
transcendental unity of apperception and the regulative ideas of reason are replaced by 
intersubjectivity and the idea of communication oriented towards understanding. 
However, a careful tracing of Habermas’s grounding of the possibility of legitimate 
judgement, and of the relations between the domains of reason, suggests that his view 
that he has escaped Kantian pitfalls is over-optimistic. 

Habermas bases the validity of claims to knowledge, right or truthfulness in the 
presuppositions of discourse, which can be identified through formal pragmatic analysis. 
The claim of formal pragmatics is that fundamental to all discourse is an orientation 
towards understanding which involves necessarily a threefold relation to the world, the 
mutual recognition of three kinds of validity claims and a concept of co-operative 
negotiation as to how those claims are to be understood (Habermas, 1984:137). There are 
two important ways in which these transcendental conditions legislate for reason. First, 
they establish the priority of communicative over other kinds of rationality; second, they 
affirm the diremption of reason into separate realms. When examining the source of the 
authority of this legislation, however, there is recourse to a familiar Kantian move. The 
universal validity of the findings of formal pragmatics cannot be known but only 
hypothesized. It is a hypothesis, however, which like Kant’s transcendental hypotheses is 
incapable of empirical proof or disproof, though it may be rendered more or less 
‘plausible’ by reference to speakers’ own intuitions (Habermas, 1984:138). The 
hypothetical nature of the conditions enabling distinctions between valid and invalid 
judgement is claimed by Habermas to be a guarantee of his operating without 
metaphysical support and therefore not falling into Kantian traps. But this is to 
understand the critical philosophy as the static imposition of standards of reason rather 
than as the self-undermining of reason’s authority which necessarily follows from the 
characterization of reason as both limited and legislating. In acknowleging the 
hypothetical status of his own transcendental presuppositions, whilst nevertheless 
assuming their legislative power, Habermas simultaneously grounds his critique and puts 
it into question. It is a testimony to his awareness of this that he looks beyond formal 
pragmatics to attempt to shore up the foundations of his critical theory in empirical 
research programmes and a theory of rationalization. 

Perhaps the most glaring way in which Habermas reproduces Kantian logic in his 
mature theory is in his articulation of the domains of reason. As with Kant, the threefold 
modes of judgement in Habermas’s work have a peculiar relation to one another and 
continually challenge their own demarcation. The relation of cognitive and moral 
judgement at a transcendental level in Kant’s work, in which the conditions of the latter 
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also guarantee the possibility of the former, is echoed by Habermas’s grounding of 
judgements of truth about objects in the normative procedures of communicative 
rationality. At the level of empirical judgement, validity claims relating to all three 
realms of judgement are present, and yet judgement always relates primarily to one of 
those realms, which exist independently from one another. The role of aesthetic 
judgement in Habermas’s work, again echoing Kant, is particularly odd. The aesthetic 
validity claim is essential to all discourse, since it involves the claim of truthfulness or 
sincerity. It therefore underwrites all cognitive and moral claims and yet its own domain 
of validity, the subjective world, is shadowy and inaccessible. The procedural 
legitimation of claims to truth and right is threatened by a form of judgement which, 
though essential to public discourse, is not essentially open to debate. Habermas’s 
distinction of the realms of reason is one of the transcendental hypotheses of reason 
following from formal pragmatic analysis of discourse. The consequence of this 
demarcation is a constant tension between rigid analytic distinctions between different 
modes of judgement and aspects of the world and an undermining of these distinctions in 
the effort to secure the grounds of judgement (see Ingram, 1987:183). In this, Habermas 
continues to follow the problematic logic of Kant’s three critiques. 

The concept of communicative rationality and its correlative distinction between the 
domains of reason is crucial to Habermas’s idea of the ‘lifeworld’. According to 
Habermas, the lifeworld comprises those aspects of social life that properly are co-
ordinated through action oriented towards understanding, i.e. through the mechanisms of 
communicative rationality which enable understanding. This concept of lifeworld is 
contrasted analytically with systemic aspects of social life, which under capitalism are 
instrumentally oriented through strategic rationality. The lifeworld/system duality reflects 
the duality between communicative and strategic rationality and provides the context for 
the complementarity of different methodological approaches to the sociological 
explanation of the social world. Critics of Habermas have tended to focus on the extent to 
which he has gone too far towards systems theory in his acceptance of the autonomous 
logic of systemic steering media.4 What is most striking about the lifeworld/system 
distinction in the context of argument, however, is the extent to which it maps on to the 
Kantian distinctions between reason and nature, noumena and phenomena. This is not to 
claim, of course, that Habermas understands his distinction as operating in this way. 
Habermas is quite clear that lifeworld and system reflect different aspects of empirical 
reality and that the distinction between them is much clearer analytically than in practice 
(Habermas, 1987a:150–151). However, the way in which the distinction is used by 
Habermas and, in particular, his concept of the colonization of the lifeworld, echoes very 
closely Kant’s assertion of both the authority and powerlessness of reason over nature. 
The concept of the lifeworld is not used by Habermas as a purely descriptive term to 
describe aspects of social life co-ordinated through symbolic interaction; instead it is used 
as, as it were, the proxy for what are identified as its transcendental presuppositions in 
communicative rationality. Lifeworld carries with it the Utopian potential of the 
hypotheses of reason established through formal pragmatics and supported by a theory of 
rational evolution. Lifeworld embodies the real heart of rationality and therefore the 
possibility of critique. The rationality inherent in lifeworld is set against the rationality 
inherent in system, much as rational motivation is set against natural impulse in Kant’s 
moral thought. The relation between the two rationalities results, as in Kant, in an 
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assertion of the supremacy of the former over the latter, but the actual inability of the 
former to govern the latter. The parallel is continued in the claim of communicative 
rationality’s inability to bring about its own ends in the world and the substitution of 
systemic steering media for action oriented towards understanding in the co-ordination of 
social life. The distinguishing of communicative rationality’s theoretical from its 
practical power enables Habermas to condemn the colonization of the lifeworld from the 
standpoint of formal pragmatics, but paradoxically leads him to confirm the division 
between transcendental hypothesis and the empirical social order. 

In his conception of the communicative rationality embedded in the concept of the 
lifeworld, Habermas does not simply rely on the findings of formal pragmatic analysis. 
Throughout his account of modernity the insights gained from linguistic analysis are 
bolstered by a complementary theory of individual development (which owes much to 
Mead, Piaget and Kohlberg) and of societal evolution. 

In this way I have attempted to free historical materialism from its 
philosophical ballast. Two abstractions are required for this: (i) abstracting 
the development of cognitive structures from the historical dynamic of 
events, and (ii) abstracting the evolution of society from the historical 
concretion of forms of life. Both help in getting beyond the confusion of 
basic categories to which the philosophy of history owes its existence. 

(Habermas, 1987a:383) 

Some critics have argued that Habermas’s turn to an account of the evolution of 
individual and species represents the Hegelian/Marxist element in his work, to be 
contrasted with the formal Kantian elements which are to be found in his philosophy of 
language (Roderick, 1986:100; Rasmussen, 1990:56–58; White, 1988:128). I would 
argue, on the contrary, that Habermas’s reworking of historical materialism through his 
reading of the history of social theory follows the logic not of Hegel or Marx but of Kant. 

Habermas frequently denies that he is engaging in philosophy of history (Habermas, 
1984:145–156). He supports this claim by arguing that in his account of human evolution 
he does not assert a linear progress towards the fulfilment of a kingdom of ends; nor does 
he conflate theoretical and practical reason; nor does he fall into Eurocentric 
universalism. Moreover, Habermas makes a firm distinction between the logic and the 
dynamics of development at both individual and social levels. This latter enables him 
both to differentiate the evolutionary levels of individuals from those of the social 
structure of which they are a part, and to separate the logic of evolution from the 
empirical directions of history. On examination, however, the distinction between the 
logic and dynamics of development that Habermas relies on to prevent a lapse into the 
old-fashioned philosophy of history raises some problems of its own. The possibility of 
making the distinction depends on the validity of formal pragmatic claims about the 
fundamental conditions that structure communication. These claims in turn, however, 
have a hypothetical character and are not open to proof. Nevertheless they provide 
standards for the assessment of both individual and social maturity. Given that there is no 
guarantee as to the direction of history, what status can be given to the logic as opposed 
to the dynamics of development? The answer seems to take us back to Kant’s story of 
human and social maturation as one in which the dynamics of desire willy-nilly conform 
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to a logic of development, which itself conforms not to history but to the philosopher’s 
judgement. Of course, Habermas wants to defend his account of the logic of development 
as given in the analysis of the presuppositions of language, but even if this is the case, it 
is not clear why this should determine the reading of history. The lack of empirical 
support for the significance of this logic is demonstrated in the need to distinguish 
between logic and dynamics in the first place. Even if the distinction between logic and 
dynamics is accepted, it is also unclear whether it enables Habermas to evade the pitfalls 
of the traditional philosophy of history he rejects. The logic of individual and social 
development he asserts is a linear one, with each stage being incorporated within its 
successor through individual and global learning processes. Communicative rationality 
does retain a Utopian potential and the implication of a unified conception of reason. And 
the privileging of communicative rationality, in so far as it is specifically linked with the 
emergence of western secularized societies, does retain a strong flavour of Eurocentrism. 
Habermas abandons the Kantian ambition for philosophy to be the usher of the sciences 
for the more modest role for philosophy of stand-in and interpreter (Habermas, 1990a:1–
20). On close inspection, however, the distinction is not particularly clear. A philosophy 
that keeps the seat of empirical theories with strong universalistic claims, but is itself the 
keeper of the terms on which the seat should be abandoned (Habermas, 1990a:15); and a 
philosophy that interprets the implicit totality of the lifeworld, but in terms that it has 
already articulated, continues to arrogate an authority to itself of Kantian dimensions, 
even as it struggles to support the pretensions of that authority (Habermas, 1990a:18–19). 
Looking back at the three main elements of Habermas’s mature critical theory, it is clear 
that his work still manifests a close relation to Kantian critique. This continues to be 
demonstrated in Habermas’s attempts to develop a formalist ethics and his conception of, 
and treatment of the links between, the realms of morality and legality. 

MORALITY AND LEGALITY 

In Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action Habermas utilizes his theory of 
communicative action to specify the nature of moral consciousness and its relation to 
concrete social forms. In doing this Habermas draws on transcendental pragmatics, the 
psychological theory of Piaget and Kohlberg and his (Habermas’s) evolutionary theory of 
society. The crucial element in Habermas’s moral theory is derived from the analysis of 
the formal conditions for the redemption of normative validity claims. Implicit in the 
making and recognizing of such claims, according to Habermas, is a discursive procedure 
for the validation of norms which is universally binding. The principle of discourse ethics 
is summed up as: 

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. 

(Habermas, 1990a:66) 

The rules governing pure practical discourse themselves derive from the transcendental 
conditions of successful communication oriented towards understanding. Breaching these 
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rules involves the speaker in performative contradiction. In other words, the speaker 
‘makes performative use of something he expressly denies’ (Habermas, 1990a:129). The 
mark of moral consciousness on this account is a combination of universalism, formalism 
and openness/indeterminacy, it is oriented to normative validity rather than to value 
preferences. Habermas finds support for his moral theory in the accounts of moral 
development offered in particular by Kohlberg. The value for Habermas in Kohlberg’s 
work arises from the way Kohlberg construes the stages of moral growth as hierarchically 
ordered in a logic of development which does not always correspond to the empirical 
dynamics of change in the child. This logic, in which each stage includes and sublates the 
previous stage, culminates in Kohlberg’s hierarchy in the capacity for universal and 
formalistic moral thinking, which is not tied down to the concrete situation of the child. 
Thus Kohlberg’s reconstructive science confirms Habermas’s transcendental pragmatic 
analysis of the nature of moral consciousness.5 Habermas’s moral theory receives further 
support from his reading of the logic of species development, which complements that of 
the individual. The linguistification of the sacred, crucial to Habermas’s account of 
rationalization, is the process in which questions of normative validity become open to 
discursive settlement. The mode of integration through action oriented towards 
understanding characteristic of the lifeworld, following the disenchantment of that world, 
is what makes discourse ethics possible. There has been a great deal of criticism of 
Habermas’s concept of discourse ethics, mostly centred around the problems posed by 
the emptiness of an ethical principle which appears to have no substantive content and 
therefore no possibility of concrete application (see Benhabib and Dallmayr, 1990:4). To 
these criticisms Habermas has two answers: the first relies on the distinction between 
norms and values mentioned above; and the second lies in the link between Habermas’s 
conception of morality and the development of a specific kind of social order. 

Habermas accepts that he has provided no guidance on the application of universal 
moral norms in context-specific situations. He argues that the question of the justification 
of normative principles is entirely separate from the question of the ways in which they 
can be applied. The latter question involves a knowledge of the ethical life of the 
lifeworlds in which individuals are situated and the concept of the good life towards 
which they are oriented. This is the realm of value-preference, which is not open to the 
kind of discursive validation that underpins universal principles, though it may be that 
universal principles rule out certain kinds of ethical practice. 

The question of the context-specific application of universal norms should 
not be confused with the question of their justification. Since moral norms 
do not contain their own rules of application, acting on the basis of moral 
insight requires the additional competence of hermeneutic prudence, or in 
Kantian terminology, reflective judgement. 

(Habermas, 1990a:179–180) 

Thus Habermas suggests the necessity of supplementing the formal procedures of 
discourse with the art of reflective judgement in the Kantian sense, as a way of bridging 
the gap between universal and particular, ideal and real. 

Habermas’s second response to the charge of empty formalism in his ethics is rather 
different from the first. It suggests the possibility of the direct concretion of the 
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procedural requirements of universalist ethics in forms of life themselves. Habermas 
states that any universalistic ethics is dependent. on a form of life that meets it halfway, 
both in terms of the education/socialization of individuals and in terms of social and 
political institutions. 

Moral universalism is a historical result. It arose, with Rousseau and 
Kant, in the midst of a specific society that possessed corresponding 
features. 

(Habermas, 1990a:208) 

Here Habermas returns to his theory of societal rationalization and the claim that, even if 
only partially, modernity has in its symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld embodied 
universal moral principles. If moral universalism is a historical result, then the possibility 
is opened up of the coming together of the justification and application of moral 
principles in a world in which the tension between actual discourse and its transcendental 
presuppositions has been resolved. This is the Utopian moment implicit in Habermas’s 
account of modernity (Habermas, 1984:398). 

In his essay ‘Morality and Ethical Life: Does Hegel’s Critique of Kant Apply to 
Discourse Ethics?’ (Habermas, 1990a:195–211), Habermas accepts the affinities of 
discourse ethics with Kant’s moral theory, but also identifies three differences between 
them. First, Habermas claims, the Kantian distinction between intelligible and empirical 
realms disappears in discourse ethics, which operates instead with the notion of the 
tension between actual discourse and its counterfactual presuppositions. Second, Kant 
assumes the individual tests his or her own maxims for action, whereas discourse ethics 
replaces this monological approach with an intersubjective procedure. Third, Kant is 
unable to ground the force of his ‘ought’, whereas discourse ethics derives its categorical 
imperative from the universal presuppositions of argumentation. On examination, the 
three ways in which Habermas differentiates himself from Kant all rest on the same 
point, i.e. the greater plausibility of the transcendental conditions of judgement identified 
by formal pragmatics. As has been argued above, however, it is not clear that Habermas’s 
claims for the universal presuppositions of argumentation are any more plausibly 
grounded than Kant’s hypotheses of reason. In both cases, universal claims have a 
hypothetical status and are incapable of being grounded by reference to purely empirical 
evidence. The parallels between the moral theories of Habermas and Kant are not 
significantly undermined by the difference in their transcendental reference points. In 
both cases, the limits of morality are traced using a universalization test and a principle of 
contradiction. In both cases, the formulation of the principle of morality poses problems 
for its actualization outside of a kingdom of ends or a fully rationalized lifeworld. In both 
cases, the difficulties of applying moral principles to the realm of legality (i.e. of natural 
motivation and tradition) leads on to the exploration of ways in which the promise of 
morality might be made good through the mediation of reflective judgement or through 
juridical development and political organization. In his most recent work, Habermas 
seems to be following both paths, but with the emphasis on the ways in which the 
capacity for reflective judgement is best nurtured through a particular kind of juridical 
system, which externally promotes what cannot be inwardly guaranteed. In The Theory of 
Communicative Action, the law plays a highly ambivalent role, both anchored in the 
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communicative rationality of the lifeworld in modern societies and operating as a steering 
medium and colonizer of the lifeworld (Habermas, 1987a:356–373). However, in 
Faktizität und Geltung: Beiträge zur Diskurstheorie des Rechts und des demokratischen 
Rechtsstaats, Habermas embraces more positively me idea of legal and political 
organization externally institutionalizing the procedures which are a transcendental 
requirement of moral judgement. 

Habermas argues, it is clear that a post-conventional morality requires the 
complementary form of law. Law enables a society to regulate 
interactions without having to rely directly on the motivations of its 
members; indeed it vastly increases the scope for strategic action, yet in a 
manner still ultimately anchored in the principle of communicative 
consensus. 

(Dews, 1993:26) 

The idea of the impartiality and autonomy of law in the liberal constitutional state 
provides a bridge between lifeworld and system, between validity and facticity, and 
between freedom and obligation (Habermas, 1990b:98–99; 1992a:599). Although Kant 
and Habermas clearly differ about the kind of state which provides the external 
complement to internal moral motivation, the logic of their arguments is startlingly 
similar and poses the same kinds of problems. In the first place it is the abstract nature of 
morality that necessitates a turn to politics. This is followed by an attempt to specify the 
principles of right which will fulfil the ends of practical reason. This attempt, however, 
remains dogged by the gulf that has been presupposed between morality and legality or 
between lifeworld and system. Two difficulties follow from this: the problem of how you 
ensure the shaping of law in the direction of right and therefore morality; and, perhaps 
more importantly, the problem of the relation between the realms of right and morality, 
even if the former is perfectly constituted. The formal procedural nature of Habermas’s 
discourse ethics exhibits the same slipperiness as Kant’s categorical imperative in its 
combination of rigour and permissiveness. On the one hand, discourse ethics is rigorous 
because it requires each individual to be motivated by the transcendental requirements of 
normative judgement; on the other hand, discourse ethics is permissive because it does 
not legislate substantively. This means that there are problems about recognizing when 
the perfect juridical constitution has been attained and about whether the gap between the 
juridical and the moral is bridged even if it is attained. The external enabling of 
communicative rationality may not be the exercising of that rationality, just as the 
externally motivated obedience to the moral law in Kant is not itself morality. This is 
something that Habermas himself recognizes in his use of the idea of the importance of 
autonomous public spheres acting in a sense as powerhouses of communicative 
rationality outside of the legal and political system yet in dialogue with it (Habermas, 
1990b:107; 1992b:421–462). 

A public sphere that functions politically requires more than the 
institutional guarantees of the constitutional state; it also needs the 
supportive spirit of cultural traditions and patterns of socialization, of the 
political culture of a populace accustomed to freedom. 
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(Habermas, 1992b:453) 

The role of the idea of the autonomous public sphere in Habermas’s work is analogous to 
the mediations of reflective judgement which juridical and political development may 
support but cannot guarantee.6 In the autonomous public sphere the distinction between 
norms and values collapses in a form of life which is internally motivated as well as 
externally governed by communicative rationality. 

THE DISCIPLINE OF REASON 

In the ‘Transcendental Method’ Kant demonstrates the discipline of pure reason 
whipping the warring philosophical perspectives into line. In the same way, in The 
Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas employs his paradigm of reason as 
communicative rationality to discipline the pretensions of other philosophical 
perspectives, all of which remain within the supposedly exhausted paradigm of the 
philosophy of consciousness.7 The sword of the critique of reason cuts Hegel, Marx, 
Heidegger, Derrida and Foucault (among others) down to size. This text presents 
Habermas’s mature reading of the history of reason as Knowledge and Human Interests 
presented his earlier ideas. The two texts share the same pattern; they both start with the 
Kantian distillation of modern thought and move on to consider the positive and negative 
aspects of the working through of the Kantian inheritance in later thinkers. Habermas’s 
reading of Hegel and Marx is still essentially the same. Hegel’s critique of Kant and 
Marx’s of Hegel are seen to offer constructive ways beyond the Kantian paradigm, but 
are also seen as failing to fulfil their promise. In the later text, however, Habermas has a 
more systematic and unified conception of the way in which the two philosophers fail—
they both remain within the paradigm of the philosophy of the subject or the philosophy 
of consciousness. Moreover, the Hegelian-Marxist tradition is characterized as only one 
trajectory of post-Kantian philosophy still caught in the philosophy of consciousness. 
What Habermas identifies as neo-conservative and young conservative traditions traced 
from Right Hegelian or Nietzschean sources are all caught up in the same paradigm. 
According to Habermas, this is the paradigm of knowledge as the knowledge of objects 
on the part of a subject-knower (Habermas, 1987b:295–296). The implications of this 
model, which can be dated from Descartes, are that epistemology becomes fixated on the 
task of bridging the gap between knower and known. Kant’s attempt to do this with its 
notion of the transcendental subject and its ultimate sway over the differentiated realms 
of reason is criticized by succeeding generations, but without the background 
presumption of the model of knowledge being fully challenged or replaced. As Habermas 
sees it, critics of Kant persistently either fall into the trap of positing a superior subject or 
transcendental condition of experience (e.g. Hegel, Heidegger, Derrida); or, like Marx, 
prioritize one particular aspect of the subject-object relation as of transcendental 
significance; or simply assert the opposite of the paradigm of subjective consciousness 
and assign an inexplicable transcendental force to some other of reason (e.g. Nietzsche, 
Foucault). Habermas constantly sees repeated the rigid dualism between transcendental 
and empirical and the more or less disguised spectre of foundationalism. These are, he 
claims, testimony to the exhaustion of this particular philosophical paradigm: 
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the paradigm of the knowledge of objects has to be replaced by the 
paradigm of mutual understanding between subjects capable of speech 
and action. 

(Habermas, 1987b:295–296) 

Habermas’s readings of the modern philosophical tradition are obviously highly 
contestable (see Rajchman, 1988; Wolin and Rajchman, 1990). Setting aside the 
defensibility of his characterization of other thinkers, however, what is most interesting 
about Habermas’s argument is the extent to which it succeeds in establishing a paradigm 
of reason that does not fall into the offences of which he accuses the paradigm of the 
philosophy of consciousness. Kant’s discipline of pure reason changes the terms of 
metaphysical dispute and thereby overrides the claims of scepticism and speculation. In a 
similar way, Habermas’s new paradigm sets the disputes between Nietzschean scepticism 
and Hegelian speculation outside the boundaries of philosophical discourse. In Kant’s 
case, however, the battles between scepticism and speculation continued to haunt his 
philosophy in the form of the thing-in-itself and the ideas and ideals of reason. The ghost 
that Habermas needs to lay is that of the transcendental/empirical distinction and its 
implications. The laying of this ghost takes us back to the three ways of validating the 
universality of the elements of communicative rationality: the findings of formal 
pragmatics; empirical science; and a theory of societal rationalization. As we have seen 
above, it is extremely questionable that any of these offer a way out of the dualisms and 
paradoxes of Kantian critical thought. The transcendental/empirical gulf is confirmed in 
the gap between actual speech and its counterfactual presuppositions, in the pre-judging 
of the results of scientific investigation, and in the recourse to a reading of history to 
close the gap between the destructive and constructive aspects of enlightenment reason. 
In setting out his alternative paradigm in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, 
Habermas invokes all of the above elements and tries to show how they do not repeat the 
logic of the philosophy of consciousness. As in his earlier work, however, the argument 
shifts uneasily between transcendental validation and the evidence of history, with a 
reading of the latter giving support to the former and the former dictating how the latter is 
to be read. The positive normative content of modernity is claimed to reside in the 
lifeworld, which takes the place of transcendental consciousness (Habermas, 1987b:326). 
However, given the vulnerability of the lifeworld to systemic reproductive constraints, 
Habermas suggests that communicative rationality is enshrined most clearly in the 
autonomous public spheres which he invokes as both complementing and challenging the 
legal and political institutions that mediate between system and lifeworld. 

Centers of concentrated communication that arise spontaneously out of 
microdomains of everyday practice can develop into autonomous public 
spheres and consolidate as self-supporting higher-level intersubjectivities 
only to the degree that the lifeworld potential for self-organization and for 
the self-organized use of the means of communication are utilized. 

(Habermas, 1987b:364) 

At the end of The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity Habermas discusses autonomous 
public spheres as both dependent on the potential for communicative rationality and 
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action embodied in the lifeworld and as helping to realize that potential. However, the 
implication of the closing passages of Habermas’s argument is that the capacity of the 
lifeworld and autonomous public spheres to realize communicative rationality is 
constantly threatened, both by imperatives of systemic co-ordination and by the problem 
of mediating the gap between specific contextual needs and interests and universal 
normative requirements (Habermas, 1987b:365–367). According to Habermas, 
philosophy, like the autonomous public sphere, draws its critical capacity from the 
rationalization of the lifeworld (Habermas, 1987b:365). This implies a twofold account of 
the potential of modernity: on the one hand, modernity is a state of constant tension 
between lifeworld and system; on the other, in so far as the philosopher reads history as 
the development of communicative rationality, modernity is progress to a moral end. 
Philosophy is both locked into the perpetual struggle between communicative and 
strategic rationality and holds the key to the transcendence of that struggle. 

CONCLUSION 

At the end of the previous chapter I stated that, for Kant, the problem of the legitimation, 
application and enforcement of law is as much the problem of the political philosopher as 
of political philosophy as such. This is true for any critical theorist whose critique is 
premised on the limitations of reason. The theorist becomes caught in the double 
difficulty of accounting for his or her own critical practice even as he or she engages in 
that practice. Habermas’s self-conscious utilization of Kant’s critical philosophy to deal 
with this double difficulty has direct consequences for both the politics of his theory and 
his theorization of politics. In both cases Habermas shifts between claims to authoritative 
judgement and the impossibility of legitimating that authority. In an effort to ground 
critique Habermas employs the idea of knowledge-constitutive interests, then moves on 
to universal pragmatics, a theory of rationalization and the art of reflective judgement. 
However, none of these ways of overcoming the divisions of reason is sustainable except 
as hypothesis or as hope. Similarly, the development of the lifeworld and of autonomous 
public spheres, which promises progress in history, remains permanently fragile outside 
of the philosopher’s judgement. Rather than exemplifying the success of critique, 
Habermas’s theory, like Kant’s critical philosophy, is a testimony to critique’s 
impossibility and its persistent tendency to lapse back into the speculative and sceptical 
alternatives it is designed to overcome. 
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