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The question of normative foundations remains central to critical theory.  Critical theories of 

society attempt to give an account of what is wrong or bad about the social world.  As such they are 

both descriptive accounts of society and theories of normative – that is, value-laden or action-

guiding – justification.  The difficulties in providing a justified account of social criticism are well 

recognised throughout the literature.  Under Jürgen Habermas’s influential ‘post-metaphysical’ 

formulation, the parameters and scope of critical theory are provided by the rules implicit in the 

structure of linguistic communication.  I provide a detailed exegetical account of Habermas’s work.  

I broadly defend his analysis of the shortcomings of earlier critical theory, but show that his own 

theory remains open to a number of skeptical objections.  My analysis concentrates on issues of 

morality and ethics, identity, philosophical anthropology, and the human relationship to nature.  I 

go on to consider the work of Axel Honneth, whose theory of recognition is the foremost example of 

a post-Habermasian critical theory.  I argue that Honneth’s work is ultimately best thought of as a 

corollary to Habermas rather than a distinct paradigm in critical theory, suggesting that Honneth’s 

account of recognition relies on the communicative paradigm to provide much of its normative 

content.  In the final part of the thesis, I concentrate on the idea of ‘social pathology’ and its 

importance for critical theory.  I defend Honneth’s insistence on the importance of this category 

before going on to show that his own account of social pathology is ultimately unconvincing.  

Furthermore, I suggest that any possibility of realism about social pathologies requires a set of 

assumptions that are incompatible with the tenets of ‘post-metaphysical’ thinking.  If Honneth is 

correct, and there can be no critical theory without social pathology, then it follows from my 

argument that, contra Habermas and Honneth, no coherent critical theory can claim to be ‘post-

metaphysical’.  In conclusion, I examine the considerable implications of this thesis for 

contemporary critical theory. 
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Introduction:  The Pathology of the Present 

 

 

 The modern belief in scientific, industrial and artistic progress has its roots in the cultural 

tradition of Enlightenment, which claimed that human reason was the only true authority to 

which one should appeal.  In his 1784 essay, the renowned philosopher Immanuel Kant 

famously defined enlightenment as “man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity” while 

bemoaning the collective lack of courage that prevents intellectual progress.1    More than three 

hundred years on, considerable progress has been made across science, technology, and the arts.  

We have new democratic forms of political constitution and widespread consensus about human 

rights.  Progress in medicine and biotechnology means that we have the power to control 

infectious diseases that previously wiped out millions every year.  New forms of transport, 

manufacturing, industry and agriculture are testament to our scientific and engineering expertise.  

Furthermore, we have the technology to communicate and share this information anywhere 

around the world instantly, to make real existential choices possible anywhere in the world.  

Humanity is more co-ordinated than at any time in its history, and more fully in control of its 

destiny than ever. 

Yet few would claim that the modern world represents the fulfilment of mankind’s 

rational capacities, for any progress we have made throws stark relief upon our failures.  The 

same period of time has seen a dramatic increase in environmental problems, global poverty and 

unequal wealth distribution.  Though they could be fed, many go hungry.  Though the 

                                                           

1 Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: ‘What Is Enlightenment?’” in Kant’s Political Writings. p.54 
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sanitation technology is cheap and relatively simple, billions lack access to clean drinking water 

and basic sanitation.  We spend hundreds of times as much on armaments as would be needed to 

guarantee a high-school education for everyone, despite the fact that the majority of the world’s 

population cannot read and write.  Although there are many times more weapons in the world 

than would be needed to kill every living soul, arms production is buoyant, ensuring that the 

scars of global and regional war remain ever fresh.   

Instead of leading us to a utopia of freedom and happiness, it is tempting to think that 

enlightenment has brought us into a state of unhappiness and unfreedom.  But why has the 

progress of reason in modern history been so ambivalent?  Why hasn’t the spirit of modernity led 

us to better use of our rational faculties, to organise ourselves into better ways of living?  It’s 

tempting to see this, as many do, as a collective failure to live ethically.  But what would it mean 

to be ethical in a world for which man himself is the only court to which one must answer?  

Since we now stand in judgement over ourselves we need to be able to give a philosophically 

defensible account of why certain behaviours, ideologies, and institutions are bad or wrong.   

Social criticism in the analytic tradition – of which John Rawls is perhaps the most 

prominent figure – tends to start from some axiom or principle which can act as foundation for a 

system, such as the idea of the individual, or of an ethical imperative.  From such a starting 

point, an argument about the shortfall between our life and the good life may be constructed.  

Put another way, we can say that we need to understand the authority that morality has over us, 

and to understand why individuals or groups fail to acknowledge it or reflect it in their 

behaviour.  Put yet another way, we must explain how moral claims can generate reasons for 

action – reasons that we can act for and that can justify the claims that morality makes on us.  
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Traditionally, moral philosophers have approached these kinds of questions by investigating the 

fundamental semantic, ontological or epistemological properties of moral language and ethical 

values; comparing the ways in which different moral principles may be applied; exploring the 

nature of moral subjectivity, moral agency, and moral psychology.  However, part of what makes 

critical theory distinct is its refusal to engage in this kind of first order moral philosophising.   

Critical theories of society nonetheless attempt to give an account of what is wrong or 

bad about or in the social world.  As such they are normative; that is, value-laden or action-

guiding.  At the centre of debates surrounding critical theory is the question of how to justify a 

standpoint from which one can provide a valid critique of social and institutional practices.  This 

is what, following Habermas, I shall refer to as the normative problem or the problem of normative 

foundations in critical theory.  According to Habermas, the earlier critical theorists neglected the 

issue of justifying their critiques as the wrongness of the world around them was taken as read.  

But in so doing, they criticise the totality of social rationality without demonstrating that their 

own practices should be excepted from similar denigration.  According to Habermas, a critical 

theory must be able to provide an explanation of the descriptive, normative and political 

components of a critical theory which can justify its own critical perspective. 

Habermas’s assessment of the methodological problems faced by critical theorists has 

been hugely influential.  He is without doubt the foremost living critical theorist, and though he 

remains a controversial figure, he has a strong claim to have surpassed the achievements of the 

first generation of the Frankfurt School.  According to Habermas, the problems of early critical 

theory resulted from their commitment to a broadly Cartesian subject-object conception of 

consciousness, referred to by Habermas as the ‘philosophy of consciousness’.  There are two 
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important innovations in Habermas’s work.  Firstly, he makes the question of normative 

justification explicit for critical theory, thereby addressing a deeply rooted epistemological 

problem that had proved problematic for the likes of Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse.  

Secondly, he attempts to show the ways in which forms of intersubjective reason might resist the 

pernicious effects of the asymmetrical, instrumental rationality which, according to the Frankfurt 

analysis, comes to dominate human nature.  Both of these elements are united in what I shall 

refer to as the ‘communicative paradigm’ in critical theory.2  In this thesis, I challenge the idea 

that Honneth’s work represents a similar paradigmatic shift in critical theory. 

Since the 1980s, many questions have been raised about the plausibility of the 

communicative paradigm and Habermas is often perceived to have retreated from some of his 

central claims, sometimes suggesting that his later work – largely inspired by Kant – might not be 

considered continuous with the Frankfurt tradition.   For me, this point is moot.  For while 

Habermas has made considerable contributions to a wide range of debates across many 

interdisciplinary boundaries, the focus of the thesis is the examination of the works of Habermas 

and Honneth qua critical theorists.  It may fairly be said that Honneth now identifies with the 

label of critical theorist more readily than Habermas.3  As will no doubt become apparent, I am 

in agreement with Honneth’s suggestion that critical theory must show itself to be a special kind 

of intellectual activity, and the later part of this thesis examines some of the complex conceptual 

                                                           

2 While such a phrase might be taken to apply a number of ‘second-generation’ theorists who work closely together 

with Habermas (including Karl-Otto Apel, Albrecht Wellmer, Alfred Schmidt, Claus Offe, and Oskar Negt) I shall 

use it to refer specifically to Habermas in this thesis unless otherwise stated. 

3 On occasion, Honneth has denied that critical theory – as originally envisaged – even exists.  (See Peter Osbourne, 

ed. A Critical Sense:  Interviews with Intellectuals. p.97.)  However, he seems to have become increasingly comfortable 

with the label over time. 
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issues which face critical theorists.  As my final analysis will show, what is at stake in the debate 

over the foundations of critical theory is the future of critical theory itself. 

Honneth’s own critical theory expands the communicative model to include the 

interpersonal recognition that is assumed in any communicative activity.  For Honneth, critical 

theory has relinquished its claim to offer superior sociological explanation or philosophical 

justification; the remaining distinctive feature of critical theory is the attempt to ”give critique an 

objective foothold in pre-theoretical praxis” (SDD, pp.322-323).  Habermas, he argues, 

overlooks the consequences of social conflict and the importance of cultural and sub-cultural 

identity.  Where Habermas advocates the communicative paradigm of rational consensus, 

Honneth widens the criteria for common understanding so that the ‘conditions of recognition’ – 

the intersubjective presuppositions of human identity development – indicate the formal 

structure of the good society.  The encounter between the formalism we find in Habermas’s later 

thought and Honneth’s attempts to reconnect with a ‘lived’ philosophy are reminiscent of 

Hegel’s critique of moral formalism in Kant, and many of Honneth’s criticisms of Habermas 

follow this pattern.   

 Habermas’s own thought is so thematically diverse that it is not possible to deal with all 

its aspects in a comparative thesis, and I restrict myself to the briefest exploration of certain areas.  

However, I shall deal with the development, methods and central themes of his work as issues 

arise in the course of the discussion.  I impose similar confinements on my treatment of 

Honneth.  In order to fairly compare their approaches to critical theory, it is necessary to spend a 

substantial amount of space presenting their complex positions.   
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My strategy will be comparative in that I attempt to contrast these two theorists, but it 

much be noted that I will generally be stressing the complementary nature of their approaches.  

As will become clear, my interest is mainly in the development and trajectory of critical theory, 

rather than acting as the adjudicator between two sides of a debate:  in fact, it is remarkable that 

these two thinkers have rarely engaged in direct debate with one another.  As many of the 

differences between them are somewhat subtle, I concentrate on drawing out subterranean points 

of convergence and difference and exploring the various philosophical implications which arise.  

It is not my aim to provide a final arbitration between the two thinkers.  This is because, despite 

some differences in focus and style, Habermas and Honneth remain largely in agreement and it 

would be disingenuous to exaggerate their differences for the purpose of argument.  Since the 

debate between the two thinkers has focused largely on the status, direction and possibilities of 

critical theory, these are the questions to which my analysis naturally gravitates towards.   

The idea of ‘paradigm’ change in critical theory informs much of the structure of the 

thesis.  The term is most closely associated with Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions, where it denotes a radical change in methodology or scientific practice.  The idea of 

‘paradigm shift’ refers to the evolution of received beliefs and assumptions held in common by 

research communities.  Paradigms help researchers to define their discipline in that they help 

establish avenues of inquiry, formulate questions, provide methods with which to examine 

questions, define areas of relevance, and establish or create meaning.  The use of the term has 

been extended from Kuhn’s original focus in the natural sciences to economics and social science, 

and applied to critical theory.  This less contentious in the case of the development of the 

intersubjective or linguistic paradigm and the second generation of critical theorists, which is 

generally accepted as a significant change in critical theory.  Interestingly, a number of 
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commentators have suggested that the development from the communication paradigm to the 

recognition paradigm represents an equivalent change (notably Anderson (2000)).  I find that 

Honneth’s social philosophy represents much less of a departure from Habermas than is typically 

accepted, and I substantiate this claim with a series of close readings in the latter half of the 

thesis.  My contention will be that Honneth’s work is in so many ways methodologically close to 

Habermas’s that it is best understood as a refinement of the linguistic paradigm rather than 

representing a paradigm change.  This is not to imply that Honneth’s work is less important or 

less interesting:  as will become clear, my own view is that Honneth’s own work raises questions 

of such importance that the future of critical theory itself is thrown into question.   

This leads me to the other main claim I make, which concerns the ‘postmetaphysical’ 

status of Habermasian and post-Habermasian critical theory.  ‘Postmetaphysical’ thinking 

designates a cluster of related themes at the methodological and epistemological centre of 

Habermas’s work.  The fundamental insight of a postmetaphysical approach is derived from an 

insight garnered from Kant, who sharply distinguished the empirical and transcendental aspects 

of experience, arguing that objective knowledge of noumenal reality is simply impossible given 

our epistemological constitution (CPR, A 96-97, 232-232; B xx-xxv, 147, 266-274 295-315).  

Postmetaphysical thinking effectively reverses the classical priority of theory over practice and 

refers to our self-conscious awareness of the limits of human knowledge. 

The rejection of the possibility of objectivity chimes with Habermas’s critical assessment 

of the Western metaphysical tradition: Habermas’s defence of postmetaphysical universalism is 

organised against relativism and particularism (PT, p.xi).  But the postmetaphysical thinker 
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cannot rely on traditional conceptions of objectivity or universalism since they remain occluded 

by the rejection of metaphysical objectivism (PT, p.50).   

Thus, in his mature theory, Habermas attempts to avail himself of the transcendental 

method while removing all traces of Kant’s idealism.  To do this, he starts not with reason and 

metaphyics, but with reconstructing everyday forms of life.4  Postmetaphysical thinking thus 

appears to coincide with the movement away from metaphysical philosophies of reflection (of 

which Hegel is often taken to be the final innovator).   Marx, Nietzsche and Freud provided 

alternative routes away from Hegel’s idealism and into communication theory through 

psychology and social science.  The reconstructive approach has provided much of the 

methodological distinctiveness of Habermas’s mature work.  This comes across most strikingly in 

Habermas’s attempts to provide a theory of social interaction which resists idealist notions of the 

self; the theory of communicative action takes the complexity of social relations as a starting 

point, and as a result does not reduce society to a simple totality.  My focus will be on the 

question of how the postmetaphysical approach relates to the idea of ‘social pathology’.  I defend 

Honneth’s contention that critical theory requires this category if it is to be distinguished from 

other forms of normative political and social philosophy.  In the final chapter I argue that any 

description of a phenomenon as ‘pathological’ involves making judgements about the kind of 

being something is and what kind of correction function or end should be attributed to it.  I 

argue that judgements of this sort are simply not possible with respect to society as a whole while 

within the reconstructive remit of postmetaphysical thinking:  that there can be no 

                                                           

4 Habermas writes: “The transcendental gap between the intelligible world and the world of appearances no longer 

needs to be overcome through a philosophy of nature or history; it is softened into a tension, which has shifted into 

the lifeworld of those engaged in communicative action, between the unconditionality of context-exploding and 

context-transcending validity-claims, on the one hand, and the facticity of context-dependent, action-relevant 

Yes/No attitudes on the other, which generate the current social facts.” (PT, p.142) 
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postmetaphysical social teleology.  The implication may be phrased in the form of a dilemma:  

either critical theory is not ‘postmetaphysical’ – in which case, some of the basic tenets of 

Habermasian and post-Habermasian critical theory are thrown into question – or, if it is 

‘postmetaphysical’, then critical theorists must give up on the idea of diagnosing social 

pathologies altogether.  Bearing in mind Honneth’s convincing arguments about how the 

uniqueness of critical theory is predicated on a certain kind of methodology based around the 

identification of social pathologies, the second of these options appears to lead one to conclude 

that critical theory is not, in fact, a special or distinctive form of inquiry at all.  But if the first 

option proves to be true, then many of Habermas’s innovations seem to be sacrificed, and it 

seems that we may have to give up on the idea of a normative foundation for critical theory (as it 

has hitherto found expression). 

While I find the prospects for a postmetaphysical account of social pathology 

unconvincing, I nonetheless express support for the anthropological approach to social criticism.  

I take this opportunity to defend the role of philosophy in underpinning the kind of natural 

judgements we make about what is good or bad for any entity.  I maintain that philosophical 

argument has an ongoing relevance for critical theory, and that the kind of judgements we make, 

the views we hold, and the actions we condone must be philosophically underpinned.  In 

Chapter One I explore the genesis of Habermas’s thought via his relationship to the earlier 

Frankfurt School.  I set out the distinctiveness and  the historical development of the Frankfurt 

School’s approach to normative social criticism.  I concentrate on Habermas’s criticisms of 

Horkheimer and Adorno in the second half of the chapter, and show how his attempts to rethink 

the basic problem of justifying social criticism inspire the development of the linguistic and 

intersubjective communication paradigm.  
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In Chapter Two I assess the strengths of Habermas’s first systematic attempt to provide a 

justificatory strategy for critical theory in the form of Knowledge and Human Interests.  I explore 

the ways in which Habermas’s critiques of epistemologically reductive positivism and scientism 

attempt to reclaim empirical investigation from instrumental or technical reason by arguing that 

critical reflectiveness is an anthropologically basic category of human existence.  I present a 

number of arguments against his psychoanalytically-inspired model of critical theory before 

going on to show that the tension between transcendental and naturalistic aspects of this 

approach threatens to impose serious limitation upon Habermas’s theorisations of truth, power, 

and of philosophy itself.  Habermas’s reductive account of philosophy involves rejecting any 

substantive notion of the good life, and demands that critical theory be done in a new way. 

These considerations lead into Chapter Three, where I introduce the important concept 

of communicative action, which is the crux of Habermas’s mature theory.  I explain the 

relationship between truth and validity in his earlier work and discuss the ways in which the 

theory of communicative action is an important attempt to establish the normative foundations 

of a critical theory.  I approach this via the idea of social pathology, which Habermas 

understands as the ‘colonization’ of the communicative lifeworld by systematic rationality.  

Habermas understands social pathologies as such ‘colonizations’ which manifest as ‘systematically 

distorted communication’.  I illustrate this with the example of ‘juridification’ before  critiquing 

Habermas’s notion of discourse ethics (which I present as a dialogical reformulation of Kant’s 

categorical imperative).  I conclude the chapter with a summary of Habermas’s account of social 

pathology. 
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Chapter Four prefaces my discussion of Honneth via a more detailed critique of 

Habermas’s thought.  I structure my criticism around four themes, each of which raise serious 

philosophical and sceptical objections to the emancipatory claims of Habermasian critical theory:  

morality and the lifeworld; philosophical anthropology; identity and difference; and the relation 

to nature.    By reviewing these lines of criticism and offering a number of my own I prefigure 

my discussion of Honneth, which follows some of the same lines of objection.   In the conclusion 

to this chapter I suggest that Habermas’s account of human nature is overly formal and abstract 

in ways which limit the usefulness of his theory. 

I begin my discussion of Honneth in Chapter Five with an outline of the landscape of 

critical theory after Habermas.  I develop supporting evidence for my thesis about paradigm 

change by discussing Honneth’s relationships both to Habermas and the earlier Frankfurt 

School.  I discuss Honneth’s attempts to incorporate the poststructuralist critique of reason into 

critical theory, and how this influences the development of the theory of recognition, particularly 

in terms of Honneth’s conception of subjectivity.  I conclude this chapter by suggesting that 

Honneth’s work should not really be thought of as a distinct paradigm for critical theory on the 

basis that it relies committed to the postmetaphysical assumptions made by Habermas. 

The following two chapters support this claim.  In Chapter Six I further develop my 

presentation of Honneth’s attempts to strengthen the anthropological foundations of Habermas’s 

critical theory through an examination of his writings on Gehlen and Mead.  I then devote 

considerable space to a close reading of Habermas and Honneth’s readings of Hegel’s early work, 

where their respective accounts of social action may be found.  This is important for the move I 

make in Chapter Seven, where I concentrate on the question of ‘social pathology’ in critical 
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theory.  After presenting Honneth’s theory of intersubjective recognition in full, I address the 

question of whether or not it should be thought of as an improvement on Habermas’s work.  

Honneth has argued that what gives social criticism [Gesellschaftskritik] as practised by critical 

theorists a voice and method distinct from the various analytic traditions of moral, social and 

political philosophy is its use of the category of ‘social pathology’.  Honneth argues that only to 

the extent that the idea of a social pathology – and its assumptions – can be plausibly interpreted 

and defended, can critical social theory be considered a distinctive and useful form of 

philosophical and sociological investigation.  I defend Honneth’s argument before going on to 

show that it leads to uncomfortable complications for his own position.  I argue that talk of 

social pathologies can only be justified as long as one is committed to realism about social 

pathologies, or else it would simply be a metaphor for social problems more widely construed 

(and hence inconsistent with the aspirations of an empirically-grounded critical theory).  But if 

realism about social pathology is to be defended, we seem to need the kind of standard for health 

or organic norms that pathological descriptions express (albeit negatively): yet these are precisely 

the kind of standards that seem to be occluded by the frameworks of ‘postmetaphysical’ thinking.  

I argue that, as a result, we have reason to remain sceptical not only about the extent to which 

Honneth overcomes the outstanding problems he inherits from Habermas, but about the 

normative implications of the postmetaphysical paradigm altogether.   

While my focus is on the normativity of critical theory, it may be helpful to the reader to 

approach the thesis as a work of contemporary intellectual history; in order to substantiate my 

arguments about the idea of paradigm change in postmetaphysical critical theory, much of the 

thesis traces the development of important themes across three generations of critical theorists.  

This is perhaps most evident in Chapter One, where I discuss the development from first 
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generation critical theory to Habermasian critical theory, and in Chapter Five, where I present 

my arguments about paradigm change.  There are also substantial reconstructions of influential 

philosophical and sociological materials in Chapter Two.  My own substantial normative 

arguments may be found in Chapter Four (particularly 4.4) and in the final chapter.  I take a 

critical tone throughout the piece, and will regularly discuss philosophical issues as they arise in 

the course of my reconstructions in order to show how critical theory has endeavoured to 

respond to its own problems, boundaries and insights. 

This work follows in a tradition of studies that have done much to clarify and reorient 

the work of critical theorists, including book length studies by Held (1980), Geuss (1981), 

Behnabib (1986), Dews (1987), Honneth (1991), McCarthy (1991), Cooke (1994), Bernstein 

(1995) and Wellmer (1998).  Most existing studies of this length on the development of critical 

theory end their narrative with Habermas’s later work, however, and while a number of more 

recent papers – notably Freudlieb (2000), Erman (2006), Allen (2007) and Finlayson (2009) – 

have attempted to address themes which arise from the intersection of the work of Habermas and 

Honneth, there remains surprisingly little scholarship in this field.  Perhaps this is in part a result 

of the fact that both thinkers remain productive and engaged in thinking, speaking and writing, 

with their ideas in a state of ongoing development.  Arriving at a final judgement on their works 

will likely only be possible in the fullness of time, and this thesis is a very much a contribution to 

an ongoing debate.  

The concept of recognition has become ubiquitous in contemporary debates in social and 

political theory, and Honneth’s The Struggle for Recognition is a prominent text in debates 

surrounding multiculturalism and new social movements.  Indeed, Honneth’s work has been 
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particularly well received by political theorists and has provoked a range of critical responses, 

including Alexander & Pia Lara (1996), Foster (1999), Heidegren (2002), Laitenen (2002),  

Markell (2003), Owen & Tully (2007), Deranty & Renault (2007) and McNay (2008); one 

might even say that this is where the reception of Honneth’s work has been most significant.  

However, though I do of course discuss the importance of Honneth’s work for these debates, I 

will not be concentrating on the political aspects of Honneth’s theory in my analysis.  This is 

partly because most of the existing scholarship on Honneth focuses on this area, but also because 

my interest is primarily in the normative foundations of critical theory and the impact of 

Honneth’s work thereof.   

There is already a great deal of literature on critical theory, particularly on Habermas.  In 

my view, there are five main reasons to consider this thesis an original contribution to the 

existing scholarship.  Firstly, as I have already intimated, there are no comparative book-length 

studies on the work of Habermas and Honneth.5  Secondly, existing research has tended to focus 

on the issue of intersubjectivity rather than the question of normative foundations.  Thirdly, 

relatively little attention has been paid to the issue of whether or not the category of social 

pathology even makes sense at all.  But the fourth original aspect of my treatise is where these 

elements come together in such a way as to throw the entire Habermasian tradition of critical 

theory into question.  Finally, while I cannot claim to be the first to note that philosophy plays 

an inexplicably diminished role in recent critical theory, my position on this matter sets me 

against the last thirty years of work by Habermas and Honneth. 

                                                           

5 Furthermore, scholarship of Honneth’s work is ongoing and arguably still in a state of flux:  the first edited 

collection of papers on Honneth’s work in English was only published as recently as 2007.  (See Bert van den Brink, 

and David Owen, eds. Recognition and Power: Axel Honneth and the Tradition of Critical Social Theory.) 
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1. Normative Foundations  

 

 

“From the beginning, critical theory laboured over the problem of giving an 

account of its own normative foundations” 

Habermas (TCA 1, p.374) 

 

1.0)   Introduction 

 In this chapter, I begin my discussion of paradigm change by arguing that Habermas was 

right to identify a normative deficit in the work of the earlier critical theorists, and to recognise 

the central importance of the question of normative foundation for critical theory. I start by 

introducing some of the distinctive tropes of critical theory and distinguish the work of the 

Frankfurt School (Institut für Sozialforschung) from other forms of ideology critique and other 

kinds of moral and political philosophy (1.1).  To refine by account of the specific nature of 

critical theory, I then discuss the way in which the original programme of ideology critique 

gradually gave way to a melancholic suspicion about the nature and prospect of human 

rationality, which the Frankfurt School depicted as ‘instrumental reason’ (1.2).  My presentation 

of the classical text of the early Frankfurt School, Dialectic of Enlightenment, shows how the 

conception of instrumental reason they employ leads to a certain kind of philosophical pessimism 

which ends up threatening to undermine the whole project of critical theory (1.3).  The fourth 

section of this chapter (1.4)  develops an account of this threat to the Frankfurt School project by 

discussing Adorno’s later work and the way in which his scepticism about the potential of 

rational critique results in a radically diminished vision of critical theory.  In Section 1.5,  I show 

how Habermas attempts to recast these problems through the ‘intersubjective turn’ in critical 
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theory, which leads me to my preliminary discussions of both the communicative paradigm and 

the idea of ‘postmetaphysical’ thinking.  I conclude that the intersubjective turn has permanently 

altered the self-understanding of critical theory, and that, through this, a distinctive new 

paradigm emerges. 

 

1.1) Ideology and the Critique of Reason 

The Frankfurt School of critical theory is located squarely in the tradition of Kritik that 

can be traced back to Kant through Marx.  In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant defines critique 

as the attempt to rationally examine and (re-establish) the scope and limits of valid knowledge 

against the forces of theological, metaphysical, political or social dogma (CPR, A ix-xiv; 217; 389 

/ B 23-24; 264).   Kant’s endeavour was a typical manifestation of the Enlightenment belief in 

the promotion of ethical autonomy and examination of authority.  In the 19th century, Marx 

developed this Enlightenment notion of rational critique into a recognisably modern critique of 

the industrialised world, summarised in his eleventh thesis on Feuerbach: that “the philosophers 

have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.”1   

In making explicit the connection between critical thinking and social action, the Marxist 

tradition of Kritik attempted to explain all social phenomena with respect to the span of political 

economy as determined by (unthought) social preconditions; notably in the reproduction of the 

material conditions of life.  Historical materialism states that society is fundamentally determined 

by the relationships people enter into in order to fulfil their basic human needs (such as food and 

                                                           

1 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Marx/Engels Selected Works. pp.13-15 
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shelter), so forming the economic relationships from which social structures are derived.  As 

Marx put it, “it is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social 

existence that determines their consciousness”.2   

Marx believed that developments in social life, including class, politics, organisational 

structures and ideology are all explicable in terms of the economic mode of production.  He 

consistently emphasises the material basis of ideas, their investment in class consciousness and the 

contribution of ideology to securing capitalist interests and social order.  Since the ruling class 

controls the means of production, the superstructure of society (including its ideology) is 

determined according to what is in the best interests of the ruling class.   

Marx held the ideology of a society to be a fundamental instrument of social control on 

the grounds that it confuses alienated groups by obscuring the true nature of the relations of 

production.  According to the Marx, capitalist ideologies effectively suppress the working classes 

by concealing class interests, preventing them from being able to appreciate how the unequal 

distribution of power in society distorts the ‘true’ human interests which are closely bound up 

with the appropriation of nature through praxis. The critic of ideology attempts to emancipate 

those living under conditions of false consciousness, by exposing the contradictions between real 

and perceived interest.  It is thus a fundamental requirement of Marxist critique that human 

beings have real interests, and that these can be known in some objective, ‘scientific’ way.  In the 

case of (orthodox) Marxism, it is believed that the true needs of human beings are revealed 

through the study of political economy.  Political economy is held to reveal the ways in which 

the cooperative activity that naturally unites human beings is supplanted by economic forces no 

                                                           

2 Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. p.21 
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longer under the control of their alienated proletarian subjects.3  If these modes of production – 

and the superstructures which emerge from them – could be freed from false consciousness, 

human beings would then be able to base their actions on an understanding of their true 

interests.  So, classical Marxism interprets capitalist ideology as an instrument of oppression, 

obfuscation and domination, which legitimates bourgeois rules and values whilst concealing the 

interests of the ruling class. 4 

In addition to this, Marxism contains a notorious prediction about the course of history.  

It is through the systematic exploitation of individual productive labour that capitalism is able to 

achieve its expansion.  The institutional processes of capitalist societies betray the true relations of 

forces between classes, but through their labours the proletariat can come to understand the 

emancipatory effect of praxis for human consciousness (Cf. PS §§ 193-195).  Marx and Engels 

predict the inevitable emergence of a class conflict, a “veiled civil war” that will lead to the 

revolution “where the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the foundation for the sway of 

the proletariat”.5 

So, for Marx, history will bring us to the inevitable communism that is a more accurate 

reflection of our true human nature, because the instabilities inherent in capitalism prevent it 

from sustaining itself.  This historical teleology remains a major problem in Marx for both 

sociologists and philosophers.  Although Marx did not specify a timeframe within which 

                                                           
3 Marx famously claimed once that he was not a Marxist (as that term had come to be understood).  I follow the 

convention of referring to those inspired by Marx as ‘Marxists’ and reserving the term ‘Marxian’ for Marx’s own 

writings. 

4 This is sometimes described as the ‘negative’ version of ideology critique, in contrast to the kind of ‘positive’ role 

found for (specifically socialist) ideologies in Lenin’s thought, for example.  Lenin believed that revolutionary 

consciousness would require ideologies which promoted the onset of socialism. 

5 Karl Marx, and Frederick Engels, The Communist Manifesto. p.232 
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international communism would be realised, traditional Marxism is often thought to have been 

discredited by the failure of these predictions to have been realised.  The renewed strength of 

capitalism, global warfare and fascism in the West and the development of totalitarianism in the 

former Soviet Union inspired thinkers like Mannheim, Lukács, Gramsci and Weber to re-think 

the relationship between ideology, economics and social life in the first half of the 20th century.   

The development of the distinctive approach of the Institut für Sozialforschung can 

similarly be traced back to this perception that the historical predictions of classical Marxism 

were not being realised.  The distinctive focus of the Frankfurt School was on the role of false 

consciousness and “ideology in the strict sense” in the perpetuation of capitalism. 6  The 

philosophers associated with the early Frankfurt School, originally following an orthodox Marxist 

line, argued that Marx’s analysis of class consciousness could still provide the categories necessary 

for revolutionary thought.  In 1924, during his inaugural speech as director, the Marxist Carl 

Grünberg identified the school with optimism in the face of the purported collapse of Western 

culture and the prospect of a better world, accusing the pessimists of seeing only death and 

corruption, rather than simply the end of an old, historically contingent order.  Grünberg was an 

avowed historical materialist who believed that the changes being witnessed in society were 

indicative of the evolution from capitalism to socialism.  Accordingly, the early Frankfurt School 

wished to reclaim an empirical, objective and scientific Marxism that was appropriate for the 20th 

century. 

“Just as the theoretician in the empirical sciences can now less than ever proceed 

without cultivating ideas or without using scientific findings and methods to keep 

track of the whole complex web of economic and social interrelations… The 

                                                           

6 Max Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory” p.211 
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economic and social sciences may now be said to have developed to a point at 

which, after decades of debate over methodology, sufficiently rigorous, scientific 

conditions and prospects have been achieved or identified that it is possible to 

approach the study of social life with considerable objectivity – no matter how 

the problem of achieving final and complete freedom from value judgements may 

be solved.”7 

However, Grünberg’s tenure as director was cut short by ill health, and the incoming 

director, Max Horkheimer, set a new tone for the work of the school that was unlike Grünberg’s 

optimistic, avowed socialism.  Horkheimer’s critique of scientistic Marxism emphasised the 

importance of Hegelian social philosophy, arguing that that the meaning of the individual’s life is 

dictated in terms of the whole to which they belong.  Reformulating the philosophical problem 

of the relationship between life and mind [Geist], practice and theory, sociology and philosophy, 

Horkheimer argued that the progress of science and technology provides the opportunity to 

make the totality of social life less arbitrary and less unjust toward the individual.  Horkheimer 

insists that the starting point for such a project must be the working class, and that social 

philosophy – founded in German Idealism – must be the organising principle for sociology, 

economics, history, psychoanalysis and psychology, working in co-operation as interdisciplinary, 

reflexive inquiry.  Revolutionary critical inquiry would have to start anew, and focus not only on 

the economic substrates of social life, but on the wider structures of collective consciousness. 

The meaning of the term ‘critical theory’ was defined by Max Horkheimer in his 

programmatic essay of 1937.  In “Traditional and Critical Theory” he identifies critical theory 

with the radical attempt to criticise society as a whole and so create possibilities for change.   

                                                           

7 ‘Denkschrift über die Begründung eines Instituts für Sozialforschung’, enclosure with letter from Felix Weil to 
Kuratorium of Frankfurt University, 22 September, 1922.  Quoted in Rolf Wiggerhaus, The Frankfurt School:  Its 

History, Theories and Political Significance. p.18 

 



Page | 7  

 

Under Horkheimer’s analysis, traditional theories – which includes modern philosophy and 

science since Descartes – seek simply to understand the forces that shape the social order; they are 

constituted by their relation to bourgeois thought, which represents itself as objective.  

Horkheimer stresses that critical theory should not be seen as an abstract, academic philosophy, 

but as a form of inquiry that integrates individual experiences of the world with constellations of 

social reality.  Rather than being identified through commitment to a fixed body of ideas, critical 

theory can be defined by what Horkheimer termed the ‘critical attitude’.  This attitude indicate 

the commitment to an intervention, a self-conscious dedication to social change which cannot be 

separated from the juncture from which it develops. The tenets of a truly critical theory cannot 

be separated (or derived from) the substance of everyday historical experiences, and must 

originate from within social contexts.  A truly critical theory “has as its object human beings as 

producers of their own historical form of life”.8  Since it treats society as a totality of phenomena, 

a critical theory that could identify (and hence overcome) the circumstances that limit human 

freedom would necessarily involve interdisciplinary research that went beyond political economy.  

It would need to explain psychological, cultural, social and institutional forms of domination. 

Hence, this ‘critical’ theorising would reduce collective entrapment in systems of domination or 

dependence by promoting a refined, dialectical form of reflection and, in expanding the scope of 

autonomy and reducing the scope of domination, uphold the emancipatory interest of Kritik.  

The dialectical approach was developed into a philosophically unified interdisciplinary analysis of 

reality as a whole in order to “correspond to the form of a complicated reality, constantly 

changing in all its details”.9 

                                                           

8 Max Horkheimer, Between Philosophy and Social Science. p.21 

9 A. Arato and E. Gebhardt, eds. The Essential Frankfurt School Reader.  pp.432-433 
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The critical theorists argued that traditional understandings of theory as a formal set of 

propositions which pertain to the explanation (and prediction) of some phenomena mislead us 

by divorcing conceptual knowledge from the social contexts within which it arises.  Since human 

beings must assimilate nature for their own survival and reproduction, they develop forms of 

cognition and communication to improve the security and efficiency of their activities.  

Philosophical positivism neglects the genetic conditions of human subjectivity and identifies 

reason only with its instrumental form, which becomes the standard for all knowledge as science.  

This is distinctive of ‘traditional’ theories, which, since based upon a standard empiricist 

epistemology, are simply unable to accommodate the kind of ideology criticism appropriate to 

the false consciousness of modernity; they effectively support it.  ‘Critical’ theories, by contrast, 

need to be historically specific; oppositional forms of thinking that rationally criticise a particular 

set of existing conditions, and thus show how they inhibit adequate human flourishing.   

Such an approach is strikingly bold in its conviction that the unfreedom of modern 

society can be identified with the ideological epistemology of capitalism.  In addition to 

establishing the ethical shortcomings of a particular ideology, ideology critique must show that 

the beliefs associated with a particular ideology are (perniciously) false in order to enlighten 

agents about their own false consciousness.  As Raymond Geuss has put it: 

“The task of the members of the Frankfurt School is to give an account of what it 

means to say that agents ‘could not acknowledge’ certain motives which shows 

how this means something more than that they in general don't like to 

acknowledge these motives, and to give an account of what it means to say that a 

belief ‘requires’ mistaken belief about its epistemic standing, which means more 

than just ‘if the agents are enlightened about their mistake, they will in fact give 

the belief up’.  In what sense is it irrational to act on motives which one 'could 
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not' acknowledge or to hold value judgements or preferences which 'require' 

mistakes about their epistemic standing?”10 

Any attempt to establish the rationality of critique is highly ambitious.  Not only would 

this new kind of ideology critique likely involve running up against the stated beliefs of social 

agents (who may be apparently content in their delusions) but it also requires the theorist to 

defend the claim that agents would not have their ‘false’ needs if they had been formed under 

emancipated conditions.11  While this bears some resemblance to the Marxist model of ideology 

critique, it is implicitly acknowledged that there is no necessary convergence between the theorist 

and the subject of the theory (provided by the standpoint of the working class in traditional 

Marxism) or between the ‘ideal’ and the ‘material’.  The intuitive antidote to ideology is clearly 

the exposure of the truth concealed beneath a system of untruth.  The dialectical approach of 

Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse in fact tended to see some partial truth in all social 

phenomena.12  Their attentions were directed largely toward the diffuse, totalising effects of 

Enlightenment reason, which I shall now explore. 

 

1.2) Instrumental (Un)Reason 

Horkheimer claimed that reason could no longer be understood as philosophy had 

traditionally taken it, with the conviction that “an all embracing or fundamental structure of 

                                                           

10 Raymond Geuss, The Idea of a Critical Theory. p.30 

11 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man.  p.5 

12 For a more detailed explanation of this dialectical approach, see Fred Rush, “Conceptual Foundations of Early 

Critical Theory”. p.18 
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being could be discovered and a conception of human destination derived from it”.13  Instead, he 

suggests, philosophy must become “more sensitive to the muted testimony of language and 

plumb the layers of experience preserved in it”.14  The new basis for ideology critique which 

would become synonymous with the Frankfurt School took the form of a critique of 

‘instrumental reason’ [Zwecksrationalität].   

As early as 1905 the German economist and sociologist Max Weber had identified 

‘rationalisation’ as a complex of civil, economic and bureaucratic tendencies resulting from the 

intrusion of scientific-technical rationalisation into social and religious life.  In Western culture, 

he argued, nature, society and individual action are increasingly dominated by a tendency to 

strategic and practical control over empirical reality.  In The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of 

Capitalism he traces the development of capitalism – which he defines as the ‘spirit’ [Geistes] that 

encourages the ‘rational’ pursuit of individual economic gain – to the character of Protestantism 

(and especially Calvinism) which equated worldly prosperity with spiritual success.  Weber argues 

that this resulted from the need to establish a new, assured form of religious devotion in the 

aftermath of the reformation to replace the authority of the Catholic Church.  The Protestant 

‘spirit’ of capitalism invests economic activity and material prosperity with moral significance and 

considers the use of one’s natural talents to make money a matter of spiritual duty.  The 

entrepreneur who devotes their time to profit-making is regarded as having established their self-

worth and dignity through the good stewardship of their natural abilities.  Profit is seen here not 

as greed, but as potential reinvestment and future fecundity.  As the technical possibilities of life 

                                                           

13 Max Horkheimer, “Means and Ends” in Eclipse of Reason. p.9 

14 Max Horkheimer, “The Concept of Philosophy” in Eclipse of Reason. p.112 
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increase in line with progress in science and technology, so too do the forms of capitalism which 

adapt in order to exploit these economically.15   

Weber’s rationalisation thesis suggests that the development of increasingly sophisticated 

forms of control over nature and the institutional discipline of bureaucracy are aspects of 

diminishing freedom in social and material life, and that both can be traced back to the self-

discipline and asceticism [innerweltliche Askese] of the Protestant ethic.  Weber’s work is 

fragmentary and wide-ranging, and though he constantly stresses that his analysis is incomplete, 

Weber nonetheless draws strong conclusions about the effects of this rationalisation on modern 

life. 

“Today’s capitalist economic order is a monstrous cosmos, into which the 

individual is born and which in practice is for him, at least as an individual, 

simply a given, an immutable shell [Gehäuse] in which he is obliged to live.  It 

forces on the individual, to the extent that he is caught up in the relationship of 

the ‘market’, the norms of its economic activity.”16 

Weber’s invective in this passage is somewhat at odds with his general view that sociology 

and economics were forms of inquiry that must be value-neutral and directed towards 

uncovering objective truths.  But Weber argued that the tendency of rationalisation was to 

promote efficiency by concentrating power in the hands of a relatively small number of 

                                                           

15 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism. pp. 24-25, 364.   It is significant that Weber draws 
upon a strikingly different set of theoretical tools than those employed by Marx.  For example, Weber did not 

believe that economic forces were the sole determinants of history, and disagreed with Marx’s theories about the 

genesis of capitalism.  For Weber, there are many different forms of capitalism and his concern was with the form it 

has taken in Western culture.  However, I do not propose to enter into a detailed comparison.  For an overview of 

the differences between Marx and Weber, see Ken Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber. pp.212-231 

16 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism. p.13 [RF’s italics] Talcott Parsons famously 

renders ‘Gehäuse’ as ‘cage’ rather than ‘shell’ in his 1958 translation.   



Page | 12  

 

bureaucrats who effectively marginalise the autonomy of others by determining the value of a 

particular individual’s contributions in a narrow, restrictive sense.   

In essence then, Weber’s ‘spirit’ of capitalism represents the kind of rationalisation that 

penetrates all aspects of contemporary social life, restricting the freedom of individuals and 

reducing the subjective experience of the world to a technological perspective from which “one 

can, in principle, master all things by calculation”.17  Those spheres of life that once furnished 

human life with its richer meanings become supplanted by the inexorable march toward an over-

administered future.  Furthermore, the fragmentation of meaning into different, incompatible 

value-spheres (economic, political, religious, erotic, aesthetic, intellectual) and deconstruction of 

value-creating activity permanently removes the possibility of a unifying world-view.  

Disenchantment creates a world within which there is no ascertainable ground for moral or social 

criticism which has instead become a mere matter of relative ‘taste’ [Geschmacksurteile].18 

The bleaker aspects of Weber’s analysis suggest the increasing predominance of our 

inability to resist the kind of instrumental rationality that pervades modernity.  Reason thus 

conceived is consistent with the Enlightenment belief in “man’s emergence from his self-incurred 

immaturity”19 but apparently comes at the unforeseen cost of seeing the world and the beings 

within it as resources to be exploited.  Horkheimer and Adorno share Weber’s uneasiness about 

the Enlightenment belief in the unconditional good of ‘objective’ reason.  Following Weber, they 

argue that the deformation of the modern world resulted from the encroachment of scientific or 

                                                           

17 Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. p.139 

18 Max Weber, “Religious Rejections of the World and Their Directions” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. 

p.342  

19 Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: ‘What Is Enlightenment?’” in Kant’s Political Writings. p.54 
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technocratic methods and ideas into areas of social life where they are inappropriate, such as the 

law, politics, education and the arts.  Horkheimer and Adorno’s conception of instrumental 

reason effectively revises Weber’s concept by imbuing it with the bitter sense that ‘progress’ leads 

us not to a more rational world, but back to irrationalism.  In The End of Reason, Horkheimer 

summarises instrumental rationality as follows. 

“Its features can be summarised as the optimum adaptation of means to ends, 

thinking as an energy conserving operation.  It is a pragmatic instrument oriented 

to expediency, cold and sober.  The belief in cleverness rests on motives much 

more cogent than metaphysical propositions.  When even the dictators of today 

appeal to reason, they mean that they possess the most tanks.  They were rational 

enough to build them; others should be rational enough to yield to them.”20 

Reason increasingly comes to be conceived as the subjective ability to find the most 

efficient means to fulfil ends that may be given arbitrarily.  The very idea that there could be 

inherently objective rational ends is effectively abandoned, and reason becomes understood as 

subjective, formal and instrumental.  Reason thus conceived reduces everything to a possible 

object of control and manipulation, becoming “the organ of calculation, of planning; it is 

neutral in regard to ends” (DofE, p.88).  Enlightened reason is not objective, but subservient to 

the human desire to control the world; such reason can be construed as the discursive 

embodiment of the human drive for self-preservation, and hence as instrumental. The resulting 

diremption of reason and morality is seen by the Frankfurt School as an affront to the 

Enlightenment ideal of fully rational morality emblematically depicted by Kant’s categorical 

imperative.21   

                                                           

20 Arato, A., and E. Gebhardt, eds. The Essential Frankfurt School Reader. p.29 

21 This is particularly evident in Kant’s formulation of the categorical imperative as ‘The formula of the end in itself’:  

“Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never 
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When considered in light of the first generation’s broad commitment to Marxism, we 

have our first sense of how the normative problems in critical theory first emerge.  Critical 

theorists aspire to make the world more rational through critique, but it seems as though the 

relevant normative tools – rational argument, science, reflection, public criticism – have 

themselves become the very instruments of oppression.  This creeping scepticism about the 

course of human rationality explains the change in the timbre of the Frankfurt School from the 

relative optimism of 1930s neo-Marxism to the sustained pessimism that characterised their 

output from the 1940s onwards.   

 

1.3) Dialectic of Enlightenment 

The scope of this problem of instrumental reason was diagnosed in the canonical 

Dialectic of Enlightenment, jointly authored by Horkheimer and Adorno written during their 

years of exile in the U.S.A.22 The question around which their investigation is oriented is that of 

how the Enlightenment, with its advocacy of progressive reason, could have led to its own “self-

destruction” (DofE, p.xiii).  Enlightened reason was characterised by its criticism of dogma, fear 

and superstition, but by ‘demystifying’ or ‘disenchanting’ the world by subjecting it to reason.  

In so doing it undermines cultural and conceptual fetishes, but comes to generate its own 

pernicious fetish for instrumental control.  The resulting alienations are manifold:  the futility of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.” Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals.  

p.91. However, Horkheimer and Adorno’s treatment of Kant remains ambiguous, as the section on the Marquis de 

Sade in Dialectic of Enlightenment shows. 

22 Though it is clearly important, I will say relatively little about the historical context within which the work of the 

early Frankfurt School was produced. A comprehensive account of the history of the Institute may be found in 

Wiggershaus (1998).  The original intellectual history of the school is Jay (1973).  More theoretical approaches are 

offered by Held (1980) and Dubiel (1985). 
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work under capitalism; the destruction of the environment; global conflict; authoritarianism; 

urbanisation and industrialised culture.  This alienation is most apparent, the authors suggest, in 

our inability to live in the present moment, to appreciate the “holiness of the hic et nunc” 

(DofE, p.66).  Despite the Enlightenment attempt to autonomously engage anew with the 

world of facts, our relations are not with genuine reality, but with the world of our own 

creation; and “Enlightenment is as totalitarian as any system can be” (DofE, p.18). 

However, rather than rejecting the heritage of the Enlightenment outright, the authors 

of the Dialectic argue that Western reason itself has an internal structure of domination and 

sublimation that has been exacerbated by the instrumental form it receives under the modern 

drive towards self-preservation.  The culprit is rather an Enlightenment “paralysed by fear of the 

truth” and divided equally between its own nature as rational consciousness and its historical 

instantiation in “the form that consciousness assumes in natural life” (DofE. p.xiv).  This 

mysterious dual nature requires careful explanation.   

Kant identified the Enlightenment with the famous motto from Horace, “‘Sapere Aude!’ 

– have the courage to know thyself”.23  Enlightenment defines itself by this commitment to 

autonomy and the defence of individual reason exemplified by the rejection of the dictates of 

external authority.  According to Kant, the Enlightened individual acts in accordance with the 

laws prescribed to them by reason: “[R]eason [provides] laws which are imperatives, that is, 

objective laws of freedom” (CPR, A 802/B 30).  It is evident when reading Dialectic of 

Enlightenment that Horkheimer and Adorno wish to maintain solidarity with this moral 

                                                           

23 “‘Have courage to use your own understanding!’ — that is the motto of enlightenment.” Immanuel Kant, “An 

Answer to the Question: ‘What Is Enlightenment?’” in Kant’s Political Writings. p.54. The expression has been 

traced back to the Roman poet Horace.  Cf. Horace, Epistles (Bk. I, Epistle 2, 40). 
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autonomy against the vagaries of instrumental rationality.  However, they believe that 

instrumental rationality also pervades this form of ‘objective reason’. Kantian epistemology, they 

suggest, holds all beings up for scientific analysis, but in so doing restricts knowledge to those 

objects amenable to empirical enquiry (DofE, p.26).  The apparent security of the conceptual 

mastery of the external world “turns against the thinking subject himself” and reduces reflection 

to apperception.24  The authors take the complex, regimented architectonics of Kant’s thought 

as camouflage for the ambiguities, and in particular the unclear relationship between the 

transcendental and empirical egos. 

“As the transcendental, supraindividual self, reason comprises the idea of a free, 

human social life in which men organize themselves as the universal subject and 

overcome the conflict between pure and empirical reason in the conscious 

solidarity of the whole.  This represents the idea of true universality: utopia.” 

(DofE, p.83) 

These autonomous, emancipatory demands of reason are frustrated by another of its 

aspects, the “court of judgement of calculation” which sees the world as a means to its own 

preservation.  This element of reason recognises facets of the world only in order to render it 

“the material of subjugation” (DofE, p.84).  This second reaction is that of enlightenment: a 

rigid fixation on self-preservation as the absolute overriding goal and a paranoid concern to 

classify the contents of the world so as to be able to subordinate it to the attainment of that goal.  

This presents positivism as the direct descendant of Enlightenment: “Enlightenment [is] the 

philosophy which equates the truth with scientific systematization” (DofE, p.85).25   

                                                           

24 “The worldwide domination of nature turns against the thinking subject himself; nothing remains of him but this 

eternally self-identical ‘I think’ that should accompany all my representations.” (DofE, p.26) 

25 The connection between positivist epistemology and Enlightenment will be examined in the following chapter 

(§2.1). 
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Underlying this assurance is the belief that the formal features of the supposed 

autonomy of enlightened reason are in fact grounded in the anthropogenesis of human reason in 

its struggle with nature.  Horkheimer and Adorno argue that the ultimate result of this 

relationship to nature is the loss of true autonomy under modernity.  The appropriation of an 

ostensibly ‘objective’ nature, which is alien to the ‘subjective’ self, is effectively no overcoming at 

all.  Western subjectivity, they argue, is characterised by this fear of the self from the other, 

which is not identified with nature.  However, the other as nature is truly other, on account of 

the fact that humanity is a part of nature, a natural being.  To overcome nature by dominating 

it, by making it conform to human ends, is simultaneously to dominate humanity, to dominate 

the self.  Seen this way, civilisation seems to come at a high price.   

The controversial thesis that civilisation regresses to barbarism is correlated with the idea 

that enlightenment and myth are the same, and defended by a discussion of the Homeric hero, 

Odysseus.  The authors analyse his defining heroic characteristic – his “cunning intelligence” 

[mētis] – in the attempt to show that the primordial psychic structures of humankind are 

founded upon bivalent responses to the alterity of nature.  As part of his grand voyage, Odysseus 

travels through the realm of the Sirens, who lure sailors to their deaths with their seductive 

songs.  Hearing their music means death for the listener, but Odysseus, acting upon the advice 

of the goddess Circe, has himself lashed to the mast of his ship, instructing his crew to deafen 

themselves by sealing their ears with wax. Out of curiosity, and a desire to overcome the “archaic 

superior power” (DofE, p.59) of the sirens, his own ears are left open and he plays his lyre to 

compete with the siren song.  In this way, Odysseus succeeds in overcoming the threat of the 

sirens, but only at the expense of being ‘bound’ and relinquishing his autonomy; he is no longer 
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able to communicate with the crew or control the course of the ship.  The price paid for 

overcoming the other is effectively self-imprisonment.  Odysseus “realizes that, however 

consciously alienated from nature he may be, he remains subject to it if he hears its voice” 

(DofE, p.59). Instrumental reason is thereby equated to the guile of Odysseus, who, through his 

inventive use of resources, manages to find a way to overcome nature, but only at the expense of 

relinquishing his true autonomy. 

“The formula for the cunning [List] of Odysseus is that the redeemed and 

instrumental spirit, by resigning itself to yield to nature, renders to nature what is 

nature’s, and yet betrays in it the very process…” (DofE, pp.57) 

Western reason, which similarly attempts to overcome otherness through mimetic 

assimilation, is doomed to fail in this enterprise since mimesis, as mimicry, can never truly 

assimilate.  The thinkers of the Enlightenment were wrong to see themselves as utterly and 

radically different from myth:  rather, the relation between the two is ‘dialectical’ since they have 

a common identity as a series of attempts to overcome the same experience of primal terror in 

the face of the natural world.  Human history – whether barbarism or Enlightenment – is a 

series of attempts to overcome this fear of otherness, and, as such, remains myth.  More 

specifically, Enlightenment remains beholden to its own mythic claims to objectivity.  This 

establishes “the dialectical link between enlightenment and domination, and the dual 

relationship of progress to cruelty and liberation” (DofE, p.169).  In return for providing the 

material conditions for human society, the mastery of nature inevitably leads to the reification of 

consciousness and ideology as the forces of production expand and become the legitimated basis 

for social systems.  Horkheimer and Adorno state that the rational domination of nature has 

increased throughout world history “in spite of all deviations and resistance” and reifying 
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domination as law (DofE, p.223/37).  Human history, a dialectic of ‘enlightenment’ on the one 

hand and ‘barbarism’ on the other, effectively serves to guarantee the unfreedom of the present. 

Neither can the Nazi death camps nor the vacuity of Hollywood be treated as aberrations in the 

course of history; they are simply the latest and most obvious examples of the consequences of 

the pursuit of enlightenment.    

“The well trained soul and the happiness of the individual are as bleak as the 

prison cell now […] the punishment of imprisonment is nothing when set against 

the social reality in which we now live” (DofE, p.229). 

With their extensive account of the pernicious effects of instrumental rationality under 

modernity, Horkheimer and Adorno leave us in no doubt as to the pathological state of the 

world in the 20th century.  From an analysis informed by the perspective of instrumental reason 

the forces of social domination manifest themselves in authoritarianism, cynicism, conspicuous 

production and consumption, objectification, repression, and the loss of meaningful familial and 

community relationships.  These are often referred to by subsequent writers in the critical theory 

tradition as ‘pathologies’ of capitalism or ‘pathologies’ of modernity.  Though Horkheimer and 

Adorno do not employ the phrase themselves, the idea of social pathology has become 

synonymous with critical theory.26  It is worth noting that these ‘pathologies’ are bound up with 

a philosophy of history that sees the relentless progress of instrumental rationality into all areas of 

life, immobilising potential subjects of social change. In this sense, as the earlier Frankfurt 

thinkers used the term, these various ‘pathologies’ are identified by their relationship to the 

instrumental rationality upon which they depend.     

                                                           

26 The closest they get to this kind of language in this text is when they describe unreflective thought as a “sickness of 

mind” (DofE, p.200). 
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In order to discharge the purpose of critical theory, Horkheimer and Adorno need to 

preserve the authority of reason (and the rationality of critique) against instrumental rationality, 

but it is the very universality of instrumental reason that is the most striking aspect of their 

analyses.  The pessimistic picture of modernity that is presented in Dialectic of Enlightenment 

and, strikingly, in Adorno’s later work is undoubtedly critical.  But what kind of emancipation 

can it lead to?  Adorno consistently denies that we can have any substantive knowledge of the 

good, and yet at the same time the most striking moral invective runs throughout his work.  I do 

not wish to suggest at this stage that any emancipatory theory will necessarily be capable of 

generating an imperative or prescriptive ethics.  As I trust will become apparent in due course, I 

am somewhat sympathetic to Adorno with respect to the ethical importance of human suffering.  

But in apparently disavowing modern standards for ethical evaluation and limiting itself to a 

negativistic conception of critique, Adorno sees to preclude the possibility of a critical theory that 

is adequate to the original goal of ideology critique.  Perhaps with this in mind, Nikolas 

Kompridis has suggested that we should read this work as a break from the original conception of 

a critical theory. 

“… with Dialectic of Enlightenment Horkheimer and Adorno renounced the goal 

of theoretical knowledge.  But if we understand critical theory not as critical 

theory, but as a critical practice, then that criticism misses the mark.  For the 

change in the self-understanding of critical theory instanced by Dialectic of 

Enlightenment is not so much a deviation from the original program as it is a 

break with the theoretical conception of critical theory.”27 

 While Kompridis is right to draw attention to the significance of this text for the 

Frankfurt tradition, he does not give compelling reasons as to why we should approach critical 

                                                           

27 Nikolas Kompridis, Critique and Disclosure: Critical Theory between Past and Future. p.258 
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theory as something other than theory.  As I have already shown, critical theory (at least in its 

original instantiations) relies upon the model of ideology critique that employs a 

truth/appearance distinction.  The ‘true’ state of things is distorted by ideology.  Marx grounded 

this in an account of human nature which defined part of the essence of human beings as 

practical activity.  While it is clear that, from the 1940s onward,  the output from the Institut für 

Sozialforschung became increasingly nuanced, this model of ideology critique remains the 

primary focus.28  Kompridis is correct to note that critical theory is a possibility-disclosing 

practice, but overlooks the way in which this practice is predicated on a prior commitment to 

truth.   

As it depends upon a distinction between (distorted) appearance and reality, it remains 

difficult to see how the model of ideology critique could operate without an account of truth.  

Although first generation critical theory remained guided both politically and methodologically 

by the model of radicalised ideology critique, they consistently refused to propound an 

alternative account of what a more rational form of human life would be like.  This is consistent 

with their attempt to state “the negative character of empirical reality”, but critical theory is 

directed towards acting in accordance with truth (what Marcuse calls ‘essential possibility’). 

“… the essential possibility is not like the many possibilities which contained in 

the given universe of discourse and action; the essential possibility is of a very 

different order.  Its realization involves the subversion of the established order, for 

thinking in accordance with truth is the commitment to exist in accordance with 

the truth.”29  

                                                           

28 Adorno remains committed to an (admittedly nuanced) conception of ideology critique throughout his corpus.  

See ‘Concepts and Categories’, part two of Negative Dialectics (especially pp. 166-169, 190). 

29 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man. p.136 
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Talk of ‘real’ or ‘true’ interests (separate from those accepted in an everyday sense which 

may suffer from ideological distortion) can be seen to rest on shaky epistemological foundations, 

since it involves a kind of realism about the human good that can seem difficult to justify.  

Ideology critique is supposed to enlighten agents about their own false consciousness and give 

them a sense of their true interests.  Our stated (or even genuinely held) preferences and beliefs 

may be confused and fragmentary, even contradictory.  Furthermore, we might express a belief 

in some principle and wholly fail to act as if we truly have this belief.  We may therefore have 

cause to attribute to individuals beliefs, desires and preferences other than the ones they 

explicitly express (some of which might be met by outright denial).  By refusing to accept the 

methodological presuppositions of orthodox Marxism, critical theorists aim at an alternative 

method of grounding their criticisms of the present.  But given that the subjects of critique who 

form conceptions of the good life are themselves taken to be susceptible to ideologies and forms 

of false consciousness, it is difficult to see exactly what makes any alternative idea of an 

meaningful life compelling unless it can somehow escape the charge of relativism.   Given the 

ominous and totalising account of modernity portrayed by Horkheimer and Adorno, how the 

“seed of reversal” (DofE, p.xiii) contained within reason might take root is far from obvious:  for 

although philosophical reasoning is identified with the attempt to resist material dependence 

(DofE, p.243), it is also manifestly part of the diagnosed problem of dependency that results in 

means-end strategising.  As Adorno will later write, “philosophy itself is a piece of culture, is 

enmeshed in culture; and if it behaves as if it were rendered immediate by some allegedly primal 

questions which elevate it above culture, it binds itself to its own conditions and truly succumbs 

to its cultural conditionality; in other words, it becomes straightforward ideology”.30 Under this 

                                                           

30 Theodor Adorno, Metaphysics. Concepts and Problems. p.129 
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account, philosophy, like all other aspects of second nature under capitalism, is an activity that 

takes place under conditions of an internalised and pervasive domination. 

 

1.4) The Problem of Normativity 

The ambiguous status of philosophical inquiry for critical theory threatens to place the 

coherence of the whole endeavour into jeopardy.  Since critical theory is committed to being able 

to give an account of what is wrong (or bad) about the world, is an emphatically normative 

venture (in the broadest sense of the term).  Critical theory is a value laden form of enquiry into 

the world.  Critical theory has avowedly ethical aims, and critical theorists draw normative 

conclusions.  But for critical theory to be methodologically coherent, its investigations must be 

somehow potentially useful.  Lets us consider this with reference to ethical theory more widely 

construed.  Ethical standards are not simple facts for us, because they make claims on us, they 

oblige, or command, or otherwise guide us. Moral philosophy (as usually conceived) involves the 

attempt to arrive at ethical standards through the systematisation and recommendation of 

different values and types of behaviour, and uses rational argument to defend a particular moral 

value from sceptical objection.  Needless to say, there is a great deal of disagreement among 

philosophers about which values or actions have normative force over us and what exactly it 

means for some values to be action-guiding.  I will say more about this as the thesis progresses.  

But for now I simply want to note that the vast majority of ethicists share a commitment to what 

Christine Korsgaard has referred to as the “justificatory adequacy” of normative beliefs.31  

                                                           

31 Christine M. Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity. p.13 
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Simply put, this is a matter of having our beliefs justified by reasons which can be 

understood by others, publicly shared and convincingly defended.  Yet it is precisely this kind of 

reasoning that Horkheimer and Adorno remain sceptical of, since, as we have seen, they take it to 

be (at least partly) responsible for the failures of Enlightenment, and symptomatic of a wider 

failure of rationality.  We do not find an analogous account of justification in the work of the 

early Frankfurt School; rather, we find the denial of the need for such a strategy.  Despite its 

breathtaking theoretical scope, Dialectic of Enlightenment often has the tone of polemic, and the 

relentless pessimism of Horkheimer and Adorno’s later work makes it difficult to see how the 

first generation of critical theorists can be said to have succeeded in their emancipatory 

enterprises; or even what success in this sphere might entail. 

However, there are some clues.  In his reflections on the horrors of Auschwitz, Adorno 

consistently identifies the scale of concentration camp genocide with the deadly logic of 

Enlightenment.  If there is moral obligation upon us, he suggests, it is for “unfree mankind [to] 

arrange their thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that nothing similar 

will happen” (ND, p.365).  Adorno clearly considers this to be a far-reaching and challenging 

obligation, but doesn’t think that this can be defended philosophically, going to far as to describe 

the attempt to deal with it discursively as “an outrage” (Ibid.).  With the extermination camps of 

the Birkenau expansion site dedicated to perfecting the efficiency of genocide, it is tempting to 

join Adorno in seeing Auschwitz as the culmination of a perverted, instrumental rationality.  As 

J. M. Bernstein notes, “nowhere else in history has the terrifying proximity of spiritual death and 

physical death been so emphatically realized; that realisation is non-detachable from the rational 
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method and industrial means deployed.”32  Genocide is by no means unique to Auschwitz, but it 

fell to the victims of the Nazis to have their entire identity annihilated beforehand, leaving them 

as newly numbered organisms to be destroyed or turned into resources. 

We might be forgiven for thinking that the holocaust is roundly condemned by all.  

However, while only a dubious minority would dispute the immorality of the shoah, the fact 

remains that some do.  This seems to me to lead Adorno into a problem which is indicative of 

the difficulties in critical theory.  One can say that those who do not see the immorality of the 

holocaust are in error, but this is difficult to maintain without an account of exactly why this is 

the case.  Doing this would involve precisely the kind of first-order ethics that Adorno wishes to 

class as ideological.  There is undoubtedly something barbarous and disturbing about the need to 

explain the moral catastrophe of the Holocaust.  But if critical theory is to do justice to the 

critical attitude it would instil in others, it seems to be incumbent upon the theorist that they be 

able to provide reasoning for their normative positions:  yet this is precisely what seems to be at 

stake.  Adorno rejects the possibility of ethical justification on the grounds of morality’s failure to 

provide a principled stance against fascism, but whether ‘critical’ recalcitrance would have fared 

any better is far from clear.  If critical theory offers little more than what Robert Antonio has 

called “theoretical sanctuary”33 then its emancipatory claims are at best diminished, and at worst 

moot.   

There is a further aspect to this problem.  For if the critical theorist is unable to expound 

upon their reasons for thinking a state of affairs irrational or immoral, why should the theorist 

                                                           

32 J. M. Bernstein, Adorno:  Disenchantment and Ethics. p.381 

33 Robert J. Antonio, “The Normative Foundations of Emancipatory Theory:  Evolutionary Versus Pragmatic 

Perspectives.” p.726 
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themselves have confidence in their own insights?  This kind of self-doubt is not conducive to the 

tone of moral outrage that runs throughout the Frankfurt School.  The work of Horkheimer and 

Adorno does seem to be informed by a conception of a meaningful or good life; a “community of 

free human beings” living an undistorted life. 34   Adorno even refers to the good life as the “true 

field of philosophy” (MM, p.15). But these authors seem consistently unwilling  or unable to 

elaborate on what human flourishing might involve.  Since the life we have is not the good life 

(and the scars of our reification run deep) Adorno thinks is not possible for us to philosophise 

about it in a way that does it justice.  Both life itself, and the critique of life through philosophy, 

are degraded to “garbage” after Auschwitz (ND, p.367).   

“Our perspective of life has passed into an ideology which conceals the fact that 

there is life no longer” (MM, p.15). 

Adorno insists that our wrong (or incorrect) life [falschen Lebens] “cannot be lived 

rightly” (MM, p.39) but how are we to resist to ‘false life’ in the absence of an alternative?  Can 

philosophy do any more than survey the damage of instrumental thought and rue the death of 

‘ethical life’ [Sittlichkeit]?  It seems that, if it cannot, the project of critical theory is trapped in a 

vicious aporia.  For if the potential agents of social change are themselves immobilised by the 

rationalization of social life – if the ‘false living’ thesis holds true – critical theory can do no more 

than attempt to reveal the extent of domination to those already dominated by ideology.35  There 

is no ‘view from nowhere’ to inform critical theory. 

There is clearly a great deal more to be said about the thought of the earlier Frankfurt 

School, and I will return to their work – in particular, the relation between suffering and moral 

                                                           

34 Max Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory” p.166 

35 Cf. Plato, Republic. 517a-c 
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judgement in the work of Adorno – at important points throughout this manuscript.  However, 

now that I have begun to explore the normative shortcomings of critical theory, I want to turn to 

Habermas’s influential critique of these earlier thinkers, since this will render explicit the 

importance of the question of normative foundations [normativen Grundlagen] that will be the 

guiding thread for the remainder of the thesis. 

 

1.5) The Intersubjective Turn 

Habermas’s critique of first generation critical theory takes different forms in different 

texts, and Habermas’s work as a whole can be fairly understood as a systematic reconstruction of, 

and response to, the Frankfurt School.  In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas 

argues that it was Hegel’s critique of modernity that first raised the characteristic problems 

associated with living in the age where “the present enjoys a prominent position as contemporary 

history” (PDM, p.6).  Modernity presents us with a complicated set of problems:  the loss of 

transcendent justifications, the diffusion of areas of human inquiry into different specialisations, 

the diremption of religion and metaphysics, and the encroachment of industrialisation into 

traditional ways of life.  These “pathologies of modernity” emerge from an overarching problem 

which has its roots in the Enlightenment:  the absence of any final justificatory authority to 

which to appeal in the exercise of autonomous freedom.   

Unlike Adorno, the central crux of this problem is, for Habermas, one of justification.  

He believes that, while the particular circumstances that provoke a critique of reason are 

undoubtedly particular cultures and practices, appeals to transcendent notions of ‘truth’, 

‘rationality’ or justice employed in justificatory strategies for acting no longer succeed since they 
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cannot be substantiated by appals to natural law, moral faculties, virtues or states of nature.  If 

one accepts the basic Hegelian insight that thought is historically conditioned, the problem 

becomes one of epistemological and moral finitude:  as Habermas puts it, “modernity can and 

will no longer borrow the criteria by which it takes its orientation from the models supplied by 

another epoch; it has to create its normativity out of itself” (PDM, p.7).  This seems to suggest that 

for Habermas, as for Kant, we are required to be the legislators of our own norms.  For Hegel, 

modernity raised these problems but also offered a potential solution, since the historical 

perspicuity it brings provides the necessary grounding for meaningful freedom within the context 

of Sittlichkeit:  familial, religious, legal, political and civic communities.  Thus, in the Hegelian 

system the ‘end of history’ where Geist realises itself through its own self-consciousness provides 

the basis for ethical action as the self-actualisation of freedom.36  For Habermas, this kind of 

thinking cannot support itself without drawing on the awkward notion of the absolute:  but even 

Hegel’s later thought remains, for Habermas, similarly guilty of espousing a subject-centred 

‘philosophy of consciousness’ [Bewusstsenphilosophie] qua Geist, an understanding of reason that 

continues to privilege traditional notions of individual subjectivity over communicative 

intersubjectivity, and a paradigm which he holds responsible for the limitations of previous 

critical theories (TCA 1, p.386).  Habermas observes that Adorno’s thought strives unceasingly 

against Hegel’s programmatic dialectics and metaphysical concept of reconciliation, but that his 

inability to successfully move beyond this paradigm severely curtailed his critical theory:  

“Adorno’s despair derives precisely from the fact that nothing more than instrumental reason is 

retained when we think through ‘the basic categories of conscious life’ radically enough in the 

categories provided by the philosophy of consciousness” (TCA 1, p.396). 

                                                           

36 Allen Wood, Hegel's Ethical Thought. p.237 
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For Habermas, the Weberian understanding of rationalisation that informs Dialectic of 

Enlightenment is informed by a conception of reason limited to a philosophy of the subject and 

an oversimplified image of modernity (PDM, p.112).  What he variously refers to as ‘the 

philosophy of consciousness’ or ‘the philosophy of the subject’ is the traditional philosophical 

depiction of the world as a realm of subjects facing objects.  In many ways, this is the right way 

of conceiving of much consciousness experience, and the prevalence of subject-centred 

philosophy is no accident.  But the underlying ontological assumption is that this truly reflects 

the nature of human consciousness.   

The relation between a subject so considered and the ‘external’ world of objects in which 

they dwell is invariably instrumental.  Subjects always relate to objects instrumentally, since 

object are not (nor equivalent to) other subjects.  Habermas describes this division of the world 

into subject/object relations as a ‘transcendental-empirical doubling’, reflecting the ontological 

division between naturalistic investigations of traditions, cultures and processes of socialization, 

and transcendental explorations of (self-)consciousness. 

“The transcendental-empirical doubling of the relation to self is only unavoidable 

so long as there is no alternative to this observer-perspective; only then does the 

subject have to view itself as the dominating counterpart to the world as a whole 

or as an entity appearing within it. No mediation is possible between the 

extramundane stance of the transcendental I and the intramundane stance of the 

empirical I.  As soon as linguistically generated intersubjectivity gains primacy, 

this alternative no longer applies.” (PDM, p.297)37 

                                                           

37 I trace the idea of ‘transcendental/empirical doubling’ to Foucault’s reading of Kant (see §5.5).  Dubiel suggests 

that the first generation of critical theorists failed to deal with this aspect of Kant’s work with the result that they 

undermine the empirical aspirations of critical theory:  “... subscribers to the “earlier” critical theory do not deny 

outright the possibility of constructing an autonomous subject – more precisely, a subject sufficiently autonomous to 

conceptualize the domination which it suffers – but they inflate the criteria of this possibility so much that, 
ultimately, they can be embodied only in a transcendental subject, not in empirical persons.” Helmut Dubiel, 

“Domination or Emancipation:  The Debate over the Heritage of Critical Theory”. p.45 
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Habermas’s innovation – which takes place against the backdrop of the wider ‘linguistic 

turn’ in philosophy – is to identify the problem of establishing grounds for immanent social 

critique while maintaining the commitment to a philosophy of subjectivity. For Habermas, as 

long as the reflective subject views itself as either that which dominates or that which is 

dominated, it is unable to escape reified forms of knowledge.  In his reframing, the question of 

normativity in critical theory concerns the justification of a basis for social or moral critique 

which can be maintained even when the categories of reason and/or ethics are put into doubt, as 

in the radical scepticism of Dialectic of Enlightenment.  His contention is that, with such a 

foundation, critique need not be caught on the fork between rationality and irrationality, since 

its rational core lies not in the Cartesian relation of subject to objects, but in intersubjectivity.  

This intersubjective turn has permanently altered the way the self-understanding of critical 

theory.  As will become clear, I consider Habermas’s reformulation of critical theory to be a 

considerable advance, but it does generate a fresh set of conceptual problems;  not least the 

suggestion that there’s nothing so critical about Habermasian critical theory after all.  The 

nuances of Habermas’s own standpoint vis-à-vis earlier critical theory are complex, and I will 

spend the next two chapters tracing the development of his attempts to establish the normative 

content of a critical theory.  I begin with his first systematic attempt to reclaim a non-

instrumental, non-totalising form of reason in Knowledge and Human Interests. 
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2. An Anthropology of Knowledge 

 

 

2.0)   Introduction 

Having argued quite generally that Habermas’s critique of the earlier Frankfurt School 

has permanently changed the face of critical theory, I will now begin my reconstruction of the 

communicative paradigm by examining Habermas’s attempts to supercede the previous 

generation of critical theorists in his earlier texts.  In the first section (2.1) my focus will be on 

Habermas’s attempts to provide critical theory with an understanding of science that is reflexive 

rather than positivistic (and hence, instrumental).  Indeed, much of Habermas’s work from this 

period is concerned with the possibility of reclaiming or reinventing critical forms of scientific 

inquiry.  There are two aspects to Habermas’s attempt to rehabilitate science:  the endorsement 

of hermeneutically reflective social science (2.2) and the reconsideration of science as a distinctive 

form of human species-being (2.3).  I present the former as a pre-figuration of the subsequent 

emphasis on the importance of communication by tracing Habermas’s interest in hermeneutic, 

ordinary language use and linguistic reflexivity.  The latter raises a theme that will be important 

for the rest of the thesis:  the idea of an anthropological grounding for critique in the invariant 

structures of human experience.  Habermas develops this notion into a model of (hermeneutic) 

‘socio-analysis’ which is based in an interpretation of Freud.  In section 2.4 I explain and discuss 

this theory, presenting three arguments against its plausibility and suggesting that the 

relationship of the critical theorist to society cannot be like the relationship between the analyst 
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and the analysand.  In a more general assessment of Habermas’s early work at the end of the 

chapter (2.5), I argue that Habermas’s work at this time is characterised by an irresolvable 

tension between transcendental and anthropological features that eventually leads him to 

abandon the reflective model of emancipation altogether.  One consequence of this is that his 

subsequent (and most representative) works tend towards scepticism about the value of 

philosophy for critical theory, but also inspire his most important innovations. 

 

1.1) Habermas Contra Positivism 

Habermas’s early work explores the epistemological foundations of self-understanding, 

interaction, socialisation and the reproduction of society.  This work culminates in Knowledge 

and Human Interests, where the significance of these processes for the structure of conceptual 

knowledge comes into full focus.  In this work, Habermas argues that the dominance of 

positivism in analytic philosophy undermines the tradition of epistemological inquiry that 

attempts to provide an account of what makes reliable knowledge possible, best represented by 

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (KHI, pp. 3-5).  The epistemological crisis that accompanies 
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modernity, which is explicitly presented in terms of Horkheimer’s critique of traditional theory, 

is understood by Habermas to be a crisis in science, which “has nothing to say to us” about our 

vital needs (KHI, p.302).  With the aim of analysing the connections between structures and 

forms of human inquiry and fundamental human needs, Habermas embarks on a detailed 

reconstruction of the history of positivism. 

As I touched upon in the previous chapter, Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse argued 

that, despite the positivist claim to value-neutrality, scientific practice is in fact saturated with 

non-theoretical, ideological interests.  According to their critique of positivism, the concept of 

value-freedom in modern epistemology is not just factually erroneous, but has an instrumental 

quality that effectively insulates scientific knowledge from value criticism.  Positivists hold that 

knowledge of the world as it actually is can be guaranteed through value-free, objective scientific 

and philosophical investigation.  Sociologists from this tradition believe that social phenomena 

are epistemologically equivalent to natural phenomena, and so amenable to the experimental 

methodology of natural science; just as physical laws are held to be unchanging laws by positive 

science, so it is taken that there are causal social laws which the scientist can uncover through 

experiment and observation. 3  

The worry here, as far as critical theory goes, is that the knowledge actors have of their 

own social reality is ideologically skewed as long as social scientists follow a methodology which 

                                                           

3 In contemporary debates ‘positivism’ refers to an approach to epistemology that has its origins in i.) the social 

theories of Comte de Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte and ii.) the philosophical doctrines of the logical positivists.  

Saint-Simon and Comte advanced the idea that science is the highest form of knowledge and that sociology must 
avail itself of the one scientific method common to all the sciences.  The logical positivists were similarly committed 

to the existence of a single, universal a priori scientific method on the basis that all science could ultimately be 

reduced to physics if observational content was to rid itself of metaphysical content. 
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is itself ideological.  Classical positivism takes social facts to be aspects of reality that exist 

independently of human action or conceptualisation. The purported value-neutrality of science 

was taken for nothing less than political conservativism by the Frankfurt School, who took such 

positivism to be the ideology of capitalism.  For them, as for Hegel, the foreshortening of ‘reason’ 

in favour of ‘facts’ both trivialised critical reflection upon the historicity of reason, and failed to 

accurately reflect the dialectical relationship between the inquiring subject and the object of 

investigation.  By believing that society could be investigated in a politically neutral, ahistorical 

way, positivists fundamentally misunderstand the nature of social reality, attempting to complex 

forms of social interaction to uniform ‘facts’.  Horkheimer argued that this was dogmatic, 

reductive, and acted against the autonomy of reason.   

“The positivist command to conform to facts and common sense instead of to 

utopian ideas is not so different from the call to obey reality as interpreted by 

religious institutions… One tends to replace autonomous reason by the 

automatism of streamlined methodology, the other by the authority of a 

dogma.”4 

Marcuse also identified positivism with uncritical political conservativism, with 

“organization and order instead of negation and destruction”.5  Seen in this light, positivism can 

be understood as the historical culmination of ‘traditional’ theory:  positivism describes the ‘facts’ 

of the given reality in order to ‘explain’ and maintain it.  Critical theory, by contrast, understands  

these ‘facts’ – like the social reality to which they relate – as the historical products of human 

reason. 

                                                           

4 Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason. p.91 

5 Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory. pp. 323-329/345 
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The view that positivist sociology paid insufficient attention to its own methodological 

presuppositions has since become widely accepted, and orthodox positivism has fallen out of 

favour with social scientists.6  But during the 1960s, the controversial status of positivism in 

social science formed the backdrop for what has become known as the ‘positivist dispute’ in 

German sociology, held between Adorno and Karl Popper in its early stages before developing 

into a wider discussion within German academia between 1961 and 1969.7   

Like Adorno, Habermas argued that positivism was inherently unreflective and lacking in 

methodological self-understanding (KHI, p.67).  Yet his position apropos science is more 

nuanced.  Habermas contends that, under modernity, philosophical epistemology gives way to 

scientific inquiry; that method comes to take the place of the apprehending or knowing subject 

that was central to theories of knowledge from Plato to Kant.  Positivism insulates modern 

science from its own philosophical foundations, making it an inherently unreflective way of 

investigating social reality and “world-constitution” (KHI, p.68).  However, while Habermas 

thinks that positivism conceals forms of irrationality, he does not think it possible to return to 

the Kantian epistemological tradition which has been effectively marginalised by the Hegelian 

insistence on the chimeras of unreflective objectivity. 

                                                           

6 Most social scientists now accept that social reality does not conform to the same sorts of causal laws as natural 

science, and often identify themselves as ‘post-positivist’.  For an explanation of the specific claims of post-

positivism, see the introduction to John H. Zammito, A Nice Derangement of Epistemes. Post-Positivism in the Study 

of Science from Quine to Latour.  

7 The title of this disagreement might be thought rather misleading, since neither Adorno nor Popper wished to lay 

claim to the epithet ‘positivist’.  Rather than disagreeing over the merits of positivism, both the Adornians and the 

Popperians seemed rather keener to distance themselves from it; Popper in fact went on to be an important voice for 
reform in positivist methodology.  Nonetheless, he remained closer to positivism on account of his belief in the 

unity of the sciences, a commitment to the falsification thesis, and belief in unchanging causal laws.  For a full 

account of the dispute, see Theodor Adorno et al., The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology (1976). 



 

Page | 36  

 

“Objectivism… can no longer be effectively overcome from without, from the 

position of a repurified epistemology, but only by a methodology that transcends 

its own boundaries.” (KHI, p.69) 

In his early works, Habermas thus argues that positivism’s purported value neutrality is 

false, since the preference for scientific rationality is presupposed rather than justified:  that this 

preference must be seen as ideological rather than reflective.  But unlike the earlier Frankfurt 

School, he identified this ideology less with instrumental reason and more with the 

institutionalisation of technocracy and bureaucracies that, divorced from the social realms they 

are meant to support, effectively alienate individuals.  In this way, Habermas attempts to avoid 

the problems of a wholesale rejection of science that beset earlier critical theory (§1.5) while 

establishing a legitimate place for scientific practice.   

 

2.2) Hermeneutics 

Habermas believes that the considerable achievements of modern science and technology 

have become indispensible, and cannot be replaced by some sort of substitute, ‘awakened’ 

relation to nature.  In attempting to show that science need not be seen as manipulative, 

Habermas develops a line of thinking indirectly derived from Heideggerian philosophical 

hermeneutics.8  To borrow a phrase from Stephen Mulhall, Heidegger’s phenomenology is 

                                                           

8 Habermas’s sympathetic engagement with hermeneutics is all the more intriguing in light of his well-recorded 

antipathy toward Heidegger.  Habermas’s first intervention into the public sphere was to criticise the republication 

of Heidegger’s 1935 lecture series “Einführung in die Metaphysik”, wherein Heidegger set out the basic differences 
between traditional metaphysics and fundamental ontology.    The absence in these lectures of any clear rejection of 

the horrors of the Third Reich was, for Habermas, an indictment against both Heidegger the man and Heideggerian 

phenomenology.  Jürgen Habermas, “Mit Heidegger gegen Heidegger denken. Zur Veröffentlichung von 
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concerned with the “logos of phenomena”.9   In Heidegger’s Being and Time, hermeneutics 

attains a deeper and more subtle sense than it formerly had as the science of textual 

interpretation.  Heidegger places the hermeneutic emphasis not on interpretation, but on 

existential understanding.   

“In interpreting, we do not, so to speak, throw a ‘signification’ over some naked 

thing which is present-at-hand, we do not stick a value on it; but when 

something within-the-world is encountered as such, the thing in question already 

has an involvement which is disclosed in our understanding of the world, and this 

involvement is something which gets laid out by the interpretation.”10 

Heidegger is concerned with the self-interpretation of human being [Dasein].  For 

Heidegger, interpretation is not a discrete undertaking in itself, but the background to human 

activity.  That is, what any act of interpretation reveals is its own grounding in a wider 

conceptual framework of given needs and interests.    According to Heidegger, we can only 

approach Dasein hermeneutically since, owing to the very ‘everydayness’ of the features of Dasein, 

traditional, abstract forms of philosophical inquiry tend to misinterpret and obscure its essential 

features.  A correct interpretation of Dasein is more like the interpretation of a text than 

empirical investigation, and shows how Dasein fundamentally understands itself and its 

environment not as value-neutral, but as a realm of existential possibility.  Phenomenology thus 

conceived is a matter of investigating particular phenomena in order to elucidate the wider 

interpretative frameworks of which they are a part.   

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Vorlesungen aus dem Jahre 1935”, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 25, 1953, pp. 67–75; English translation: 

“Martin Heidegger: On the Publication of the Lectures of 1935,” in Richard Wolin (ed.), The Heidegger Controversy: 
A Critical Reader. pp. 190–97. 

9 Stephen Mulhall, Heidegger and Being and Time. p.26 

10 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. §32 / pp.190-191 
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“That which already shows itself in the appearance as prior to the ‘phenomenon’ 

as ordinarily understood and as accompanying it in every case, can, even though 

it thus shows itself unthematically, be brought thematically to show itself; and 

what shows itself in itself… will be the ‘phenomena’ of phenomenology.”11 

Following Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer argued that the unthematised cultural 

background or ‘horizon’ of understanding shapes the sphere within which other meanings can 

arise.  Such understandings are necessarily relative to the cultural and historical traditions from 

which they arise, and so any idea of ‘true’ human interest or meaningful life is necessarily 

understood as relative to a particular horizon or lifeworld.  Hermeneutics so conceived deals with 

the existential meaning – or lack thereof – in human life.  As such it offers a potential solution to 

the normative problems raised by instrumental rationality as conceived by Adorno and 

Horkheimer:  instrumental rationality can be understood as a particular configuration of 

interpretative structures surrounding the human relationship to nature rather than an irreducible 

aspect of human beings.  In uncovering the pervasive givenness of instrumental rationality and 

making it explicit at the level of conscious action, hermeneutics can thereby perform an 

important diagnostic function for critical theory.  

Gadamer’s hermeneutics was critical of the modern scientific view of the human being 

that reduced one’s knowledge of the world and fellow human beings to an objective or 

methodical knowledge.  Central to Gadamer’s approach is the distinction between interpretative 

understanding [Verstehen] and the kind of causal explanation [Erklären] typical of natural science.  

Social scientists usually assume that the social world is symbolically pre-ordered, and that the 

                                                           

11 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. §7 / pp.34-35 
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scientist takes up the perspectives of other members of a society to investigate a particular 

phenomenon.12  From the hermeneutic perspective, this might be seen as deeply problematic 

since the social scientist can never really be party to the unique complexity of another 

individual’s horizon of meaning.13 

Habermas attempts to show that these unrecognised methodological assumptions present 

major problems for the positivist because they show that complete value-freedom or scientific 

objectivity is not possible within sociology.  However, are we to think that the hermeneutic 

perspective prohibits any adequate social-scientific understanding of others at all?  Certainly 

Gadamer rejects what he calls Habermas’s “critical rationality” along with any possibility of 

“perfect enlightenment” as illusory.14  Gadamer insists that no form of science or knowledge can 

be insulated from the universal claim of hermeneutics on the grounds that social life itself and all 

the activities it contains are themselves hermeneutically organised.  More importantly, this 

hermeneutic organisation is always linguistic:  language has a world-disclosing aspect. 

“Coming to an understanding is not a mere action, a purposeful activity, a setting 

up of signs through which I transmit to others… it is a life process in which a 

community of life is lived out…”15 

                                                           

12 Weber had already recommended that sociology needed the concept of Verstehen to effectively analyse the social 

world on the grounds that societies are already symbolically pre-structured in ways which apply as much to social 

scientists as to non-experts.  Only in this way, he contended, can the researcher adequately appreciate the 

importance of their own subjective valuations from “an infinite multiplicity of successively and coexistently 

emerging and disappearing events”.  Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. p.72 

13 Gadamer thought other, earlier streams of hermeneutics went astray in thinking there were such limits to the 
‘fusion of horizons’.  See Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method.  pp.245, 302-305. 

14 Ibid.  p.555 

15 Ibid.  p.446 
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Gadamer’s insistent stress on everyday ordinary language as the medium of social life, the 

importance of background prejudgments and prejudices [Vorurteilen] to any act of 

understanding, the importance of historical specificity and the methodological impossibility of 

grasping social reality through empirical is ultimately of limited use to Habermas without some 

way of preserving methodological space for meaningful social scientific research.   For critical 

theory to live up to its scientific and interdisciplinary aspirations, it must be able to avail itself of 

empirical research while maintaining that it reflects something about social reality.  Qua critical 

theorist, Habermas is obliged to stand against the hermeneutician in order to defend the 

possibility of a truly emancipatory science; but this requires a way of reconciling the hermeneutics 

of individual life experience with a scientific methodology which is non-totalising. 

His strategy is to examine the contexts of ordinary language use.  Habermas argues that 

hermeneutic expression consists of three basic sorts of expressions:  linguistic expressions, actions, 

and experiential expressions (KHI, p.163).  Linguistic expression is meta-contextual, since 

different contexts make use of a universal cognitive structure which may be understood even by 

speakers of other languages when they possess the appropriate skills:  they can essentially be 

understood as ‘pure’ language as well as acts of communication.  What this means, Habermas 

suggests, is that there is always a discrepancy between a linguistic utterance and the social context 

to which it relates.  In effect, it is only when translated into and from intentional actions that 

linguistic expression finds its full meaning, but as actions therefore cannot stand separate from 

language, they also stand in need of hermeneutic clarification.  Experiential expression includes 

those physiological reactions and gestural expression which are neither linguistic nor intentional, 
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and reflects “the spontaneous context of life” (KHI, p.166).  Corporeal and behavioural 

phenomena of this kind are non-cognitive and act as a kind of body language that can 

“symptomatically indicate latent meaning” (KHI, p.167).   Habermas suggests that, despite their 

manifestly pre-linguistic (or non-linguistic) structure, such forms of expression support 

hermeneutic configurations in providing an index by which the seriousness or honesty of 

linguistic content may be measured, or questioned.  So, though the words, actions, and reactions 

of an individual or group may rarely (or even never) be in harmony, they do provide the 

interpretative framework needed for understanding how people express themselves at all. 

Habermas’s thesis is that ordinary language use unifies these three abstract classes of life 

expression.  Drawing on the Wittgensteinian connection between language ‘games’ [Sprachspiel] 

with forms of life, Habermas argues that language and action are in a permanent relationship of 

mutual interpretation.16  This much seems true:  everyday communication does not adhere 

perfectly to the formal rules of grammar, and much communication is non-verbal or even 

involuntary.  That said, Habermas’s appropriation of Wittgenstein is rather perfunctory.  

Wittgenstein does not say that language and action are in a mutual relationship of interpretation.  

In fact, Wittgenstein never explicitly defines what language games are, or what unites them.  He 

insists that there is no definition of a game outside of a language game, so we cannot find “what 

is common to all these activities and what makes them into language or parts of language”.17  

According to Wittgenstein, we must instead be content with “a complicated network of 

                                                           
16 N.B. Habermas will go on to argue that Wittgenstein’s oversight was in neglecting the basic features that provide 

for possibility of any communication whatsoever. 

17 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. § 65 
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similarities, overlapping and criss-crossing”.18 This seems to provoke a hermeneutic circle, for the 

very meta-hermeneutics that would be required to criticise particular forms of life seem to be 

those precluded by the circularity of hermeneutic self-understanding and grasp of the world.  

This hermeneutic circle is especially problematic when taken in conjunction with the idea that 

social life is structured like a text.  For if, firstly, all interpretations seem to rest on prior 

interpretations and, secondly, our experience of the world is linguistically structured, it is not at 

all clear how particular forms of life might be convincingly portrayed as ideological rather than 

simply operating within a set of specific interpretative parameters. 

For Habermas to justify his claims about the universal reflexivity of language, he needs to 

show how it contains a form of reason which transcends particular instances or contexts of 

communication.  In his mature work, he will do this through an extensive account of the 

transcendental features of linguistic competence; this will be discussed in the next chapter.  In 

Knowledge and Human Interests, however, his strategy is rather more naturalistic, as he explores 

the possibility of grounding a critical theory in a philosophical anthropology.  By showing that 

emancipatory inquiry is itself a distinctive, anthropologically basic form of human reflection, he 

hopes to show that criticism and reflection are as much a part of human reason as natural science, 

but are not based upon the same manipulative attitude toward the world. 

The crucial component of Habermas’s strategy is the attempt to unite reason, interests 

and knowledge in a theory of basic human existence.  If reason and interest are not mutually 

exclusive then it might be that an alternative account of rationality can be established.  In other 

                                                           

18 Ibid., § 66 
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words, if knowledge can been shown to be related to interests, as intimately related to basic 

human needs, then it would go long way in overcoming the dichotomies between nature and 

reason, interest and knowledge that vexed the early Frankfurt School.  Habermas’s approach 

attempts on the one hand to relate reason to nature, and on the other to argue that certain 

transcendental interests cannot be equated with particular forms of human life, hence paving the 

way for accommodating a distinction between empirical and transcendental cognitive interests 

within a single framework.  Instead of pessimistically regarding science as the enemy of human 

flourishing, Habermas attempts to provide it a place within a wider context of characteristic 

human activities, taking science as a distinctive form of species being [Gattungswesen].  Habermas 

encourages us to view empirical inquiry as an ongoing project of the “human species as a 

whole”.19   

 

2.3) Species-Being and ‘Interests of Reason’ 

Habermas’s attempt to correlate physiological reactions and gestural expression with 

linguistic activity signals his intention to ground critical theory in philosophical anthropology:  

an account of human beings as socio-culturally structured, embodied, living organisms.  

Philosophical anthropology, unlike field anthropology, attempts to understand human being in 

its biological and cultural totality, synthesising findings from across the sciences.20  Given that 

                                                           
19 Jürgen Habermas, Towards a Rational Society. p.87 

20 For a brief intellectual history of the recent tradition of philosophical anthropology, see Hermann Wein, “Trends 

in Philosophical Anthropology and Cultural Anthropology in Postwar Germany.” in Philosophy of Science 24, no. 1 

pp.46-56. 
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human being is realised in diverse ways in different temporal and cultural circumstances, 

philosophical anthropology attempts to define the unchanging preconditions of human 

changeableness.  Needless to say, this kind of anthropology is far from fashionable, not least 

because of worries about essentialism and the fact that any self-understanding derived from 

science can be seen to rest upon questionable methodological assumptions.21  As Charles Taylor 

notes, philosophers have become very squeamish about talk of human essence.   

“We fear that we may be setting up some reified image, in the face of the 

changing forms of life in human history, that we may be prisoners of some 

insidious ethnocentrism.  The influence of Marxism, of Nietzsche, of 

anthropological theories, however opposed in other ways, converge on this 

warning.”22 

The first generation of critical theorists tended to be highly sceptical about any notions of 

invariable human nature, and especially those that can be considered in some way normative.23  

                                                           

21 Essentialism is the view that phenomena have an underlying and unchanging 'essence’ that makes them what they 

are.  This view is normally traced back to Aristotle.  Worries about essentialism can centre on the inadequacy of 

biological essentialism, which has been largely replaced by evolutionary theory.  A different set of concerns pertain to 

the ethical and political status of claims about human nature.  Uneasiness of this kind is focused on the apparent 

impossibility of answering complex  questions of value through oblique references to human nature (which has, in 
the past, been employed to justify slavery, for example).  Critics of essentialism argue that since humans are free to 

create themselves, human action is not defined by human essence, and any attempt to so do is likely to be bogus, 

ideological or downright immoral.  For Jean-Paul Sartre, for example, metaphysical essentialism was a prime 

example of ‘bad faith’ [mauvaise foi], the appropriation of a false sense of self.  But philosophical anthropologists 

tend not to be concerned with this ‘thicker’ notion of human essence and instead treat human nature as 

indeterminate – an approach which shares some common ground with Sartre’s own view of freedom.  See §6.1. 

22 Charles Taylor, foreword to Axel Honneth and Hans Joas, Social Action and Human Nature. p.vii 

23 A notable exception is the social psychologist and psychoanalyst Eric Fromm.    He writes, “My own concept of 

the nature or essence of man is… that it is characterized by two factors: instinctive determination [and] brain 

development.  [The] change in quantity of both factors is transformed into a change in quality, and the particular 

contradiction between the lack of instinct and brain power is that point in animal evolution at which man qua man 

emerges as a new species. Man as man by virtue of this particular constellation is unique in animal development, and 
for the first time life becomes aware of itself. To define the essence of man in this way as an empirical set of 

contradictions is an evolutionary approach based on the natural factors of instinct and brain development... Man 

could not live, act and remain sane, unless he can succeed in satisfying certain necessities which are the psychological 
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However, their relationship to notions of human nature is evidently much more ambiguous, 

since they regularly availed themselves of anthropological theories (particularly those of Marx and 

Freud) in their own arguments.  Like the earlier Frankfurt School, much of Habermas’s thinking 

about man’s relationship to nature takes Marx as its point of departure.  What is distinctive 

about Marx’s account of human nature is that he understands human being as a form of species 

being that “exists for itself” (KHI, p.28 n.13) and, through its own distinctive activities, 

constitutes the world according to its own needs.  Human beings are unlike other creatures in 

that their distinctive activities – social labour, planning, technology, memory – effectively raise 

them up from their immediate sensuousness and into increasingly abstract forms of collective 

organisation.  Work is the category that distinguishes man from other forms of organic life.  

Rather than being instinctive, human activity is directed towards technology, towards developing 

freedom from nature’s constraints.  Freed from subjective needs, the human species can relate 

itself to nature (through work) in a new (human) way.  The ‘natural’ environment becomes a 

‘cultural’ environment.  This capacity to manipulate the environment develops historically, and 

is a symmetrical process:  as human needs are met, new needs emerge.24  According to this line of 

thinking, human beings do have a nature, but it is indeterminate rather than invariant; it is (at 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

concomitants of the biological essence of man.” Eric Fromm, “Human Nature and Social Theory” (Letter to 

Vladimir Dobrenkov, 10th March 1969) §1 

 

24 Màrkus terms the two sides of this process ‘the naturalisation of man’ and ‘the humanisation of nature’.  György 

Màrkus, Marxism and ‘Anthropology’:  The Concept of Human Essence in the Philosophy of Marx. p.14 
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least in part) effectively produced, renewed and altered by human history.  To understand 

human nature, one needs to understand how it has developed from human history.25   

It is important to note that Habermas does not think (as Marx did) that language is 

derived from economic structures.  Habermas reconstructs Marx by rejecting the primacy of 

productive forces and distinguishing the sphere of technical control and productive forces from 

the realm of social norms, reciprocity and communication (TRS, pp.91-94/113).  He suggests 

that “the concept of social labour is fundamental, because the evolutionary achievement of 

socially organised labour and distribution obviously precedes the emergence of developed 

linguistic communication, and this in turn precedes the development of social role systems” 

(CES, p. 137).  However, communication seems to be equiprimordial.  Social labour is 

dependent upon language because language provides the basis upon which we are able to 

meaningfully conceptualise the world, express our desires and co-ordinate our practical activities.  

For Habermas, labour and interaction thereby come to designate related (but theoretically 

distinguishable) domains of communicative action, meaning that communication is not 

derivable from relations of production. While Marx stressed the role of productive labour for 

autonomously transforming the world, developing new techniques and technologies in order to 

reproduce social life, Habermas argues that he did not fully appreciate the dependency of these 

forms of praxis on the universal structure of communication.  “Marx,” he writes, “does not 

actually explicate the interrelationship of interaction and labour, but instead, under the 

unspecific title of social praxis, reduces the one to the other, namely: communicative action to 

                                                           

25 This idea found detailed expression in Hegel, and Habermas’s model of emancipatory reflection is the reflexive 

movement of consciousness depicted in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (KHI, p.197). 
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instrumental action” (TP, p.168-169).  I take it that the kind of reduction to which Habermas 

refers is explanatory.  Habermas understands labour as purposive action concerned with the 

control of reality which instrumentally realises defined goals under a set of given conditions, and 

distinguishes between ‘labour’ and (communicative) interaction, arguing that at the heart of what 

is distinctive about human activity is the irreducible relation between the two.  Communicative 

interaction, on the other hand, is taken to be symbolic and guided by consensually-accepted 

norms.  The former is dependent upon the degree to which the goals of organised labour are 

achieved, while the norms generated by communicative interaction are “grounded only in the 

intersubjectivity of the mutual understanding of intentions and secured by the general 

recognition of obligations”.26 

Habermas’s basic claim is that while communication is the basis for all forms of labour 

and interaction, there are different forms of knowledge with respective object domains and 

standards of validity.  Habermas identifies three anthropologically basic human interests which 

he asserts “mediate the natural history of the human species” (KHI, p.196).  He conceives of 

these ‘knowledge-constitutive interests’ as basic orientations which arise from the fundamental 

need of the human species to sustain and determine itself.  He describes these three forms of 

organised inquiry as descriptive or explanatory science, interpretive or hermeneutic science, and 

emancipatory science.   Habermas holds that these interests are fundamental characteristics of 

human species-being that are connected to specific types of inquiry.   

                                                           

26 Jürgen Habermas, “Technology and Science as Ideology” in Towards a Rational Society. p.91 
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Research Process Methodological Framework Transcendental Epistemological Interest 

Empirical-analytical 

(Natural Science) 

Logical structure of permitted 

systems of proof, test 

conditions 

Technological / Instrumental – Interest in 

technological control of objectified processes 

Historical-hermeneutic 

(Humanities) 

Hermeneutical & textual 

interpretation 

Practical – Preserving intersubjectivity of 

possible agreement directed towards action 

Critical Science 

(Social Science) 

Objectifying procedures or 

nomological knowledge; 

methods of comprehension 

Emancipatory – Dissolution of (illusory) 

relationships of dependency or unfreedom 

through criticism and reflection 

Fig. 1.  Knowledge-constitutive interests 

Habermas suggests that there are rational interests which, since they are not concerned 

with the instrumental control of nature, need not be vulnerable to the critique of instrumental 

reason.  Positivistic philosophies of science presuppose an objectivistic framework of purposive 

action that reduces all kinds of scientific inquiry to the empirical-analytic model of general laws 

about domains of objects.  This assimilation effectively stifles the hermeneutic and emancipatory 

sciences because their frameworks are more communicative and reflective than the empirical-

analytic.  The real problem with instrumental rationality, Habermas contends, is not technical 

reason as such but the attempt to treat all forms of objective inquiry according to the standards of 

validity appropriate to natural science, which sees the extension of purposive-rational action into 

all spheres of life.  In the face of this systematic reduction of praxis to technê we are required not 

to forsake reason, but to relocate technical rationality to its proper place within human activity 

more widely construed. 
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2.4) Socio-analysis 

Habermas’s tripartite division contrasts hermeneutic and emancipatory interests with 

empirical science.  Having considered the benefits of the hermeneutic approach above (§2.2) I 

will now consider the emancipatory interest, which is most pertinent for understanding the 

development of Habermas’s critical theory.  What kinds of interest might fall into the third of 

Habermas’s categories, and properly be described not as descriptive, nor hermeneutic, but 

reflective?  Habermas evidently has critical theory in mind, but at this stage lacks a detailed 

account of the features of a normative critical theory.  It is in psychoanalysis that he finds a 

working model of scientific enquiry that is neither descriptive nor hermeneutic.   

“Psychoanalysis is relevant to us as the only tangible example of a science 

incorporating methodical self-reflection… psychoanalysis joins hermeneutics with 

operations that seemed genuinely to be reserved for the natural sciences.” (KHI, 

p.214) 

Using Freud’s work to understand the “rational basis for the precepts of civilisation” 

(KHI, p.282) is always going to be controversial.   But it’s easy to see what is appealing about the 

psychoanalytic model.  What Habermas is really interested in is the way in which this particular 

form of self-reflection, governed by the third cognitive interest, is organised around the principle 

of emancipation.  Psychoanalysis comprises a method of inquiry into the unconscious mind, a set 

of theories about the relationship between human behaviour and the therapeutic treatment of 

psychological disturbance or neurosis.  According to Habermas, psychoanalysis is a form of self-

reflection that unites analytic technique with the self-formative processes of both the analyst and 

the analysand.  Clinical psychoanalysis depends upon interpretively uncovering a framework of 
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communication that has been distorted through repression.  In the discourse between clinician 

and analysand, the patient is encouraged to speak freely while the analyst offers suggestions that 

contrive to prompt them to new levels of self-understanding.  Therapeutic psychoanalysis can 

only take place between the analysand and the practitioner: psychoanalytic reflection is necessarily 

intersubjective.   

Although psychoanalysis can be viewed as a type of depth hermeneutics of the 

unconscious, it also embodies many characteristics of an empirical science, as in clinical 

observation and belief in cause and effect.27  But the standards of adequate proof in 

psychoanalysis remain unlike those of hard science.  Psychoanalytic interpretation is ‘true’ to the 

extent that it produces useful therapeutic results.  Psychoanalytic theories do not depict fixed 

aspects of the human psyche; neither do they capture people’s most fundamental self-

understandings. Instead, psychoanalytic ‘truth’ is organised around the reorientation of those 

understandings in the direction of human freedom.  

How can this help to provide the contours of a critical theory?  It is ultimately language 

that provides the link between psychoanalysis, hermeneutics and ideology critique.  There are 

limits to our hermeneutic experience in so far as we can fail to understand somebody, or make 

our own views known.  There are all kinds of ways in which this might happen:  through lacking 

a mutually familiar frame of reference, not speaking the appropriate language, or 

                                                           

27 The scientific status of psychoanalysis has been held in doubt since Freud, and this is not the appropriate place for 

a full review of the extensive debates on this issue.  However, few contemporary psychoanalysts are as adamant as 

Freud was about the rightful place of psychoanalysis being alongside the other physical and social sciences.  
According to, say, Popper’s criterion of falsifiability, for example, psychoanalysis is pseudoscientific.  But there are 

those such as Grünbaum (1979) who have argued precisely the opposite.  I shall leave the question open here since 

my interest is primarily with Habermas’s use of the principles of psychoanalysis, not its scientific adequacy. 
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misunderstanding somebody’s intentions, and so on.  Interpretative skills vary between 

individuals, but even the most artful interpreter cannot understand a language they don’t know 

the rules of.  Even if these rules, these basic cognitive structures (syntax, grammar) of a language 

are understood, the richness of symbol and cultural tradition always resist assimilation from 

without.  All languages and traditions have a kind of innate interpretative limit.  But there is a 

more nuanced idea of hermeneutic limit that interests Habermas.  Even in situations where many 

of the linguistic conditions for meaningful communication are met, social conditions themselves 

can impart those factors which inhibit interlocutors from meaningful discussion.  Most overtly, 

these might include censorship or surveillance.  But the target here is rather those ideological 

influences which misrepresent or otherwise interfere with the self-understanding of individuals 

more surreptitiously.  As the medium of communication, language can function as the means of 

force and domination as easily as the medium of autonomy or freedom.28   

It is the analogy between individual neurosis and social ‘illusions’ that inspires Habermas. 

As I observed in Chapter 1, Habermas takes ideologies to be the widespread false beliefs that 

suppress the autonomy of those who hold said beliefs.  Ideologies are not ordinary false beliefs, 

such as the false belief that it is Friday when in fact it is Monday.  It is relatively easy to establish 

the untruth of such a belief.  But those under ideological misapprehensions cannot easily be 

shown their error without first acknowledging the impact of said ideology on their self-

understanding.  (This is the sense in which Adorno describes ideologies as ‘socially necessary’ 

forms of false consciousness.) 

                                                           

28 Jürgen Habermas, On the Logic of the Social Sciences. p.172 
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The psychoanalytic counterpart of this kind of systematically distorted communication is 

the unacknowledged force of repressed motives.  The psychoanalyst is tasked with understanding 

a set of symptoms and utterances which are initially incomprehensible, in order to give meaning 

and coherency to the self-understanding of the analysand.  Although psychological repression is 

internalised by the self, and is by its nature inaccessible to the individual’s own conscious 

understanding, it nonetheless manifests itself linguistically.  As such, it is transformed into a 

possible object of understanding.  Psychoanalysis, by merit of its capacity to makes sense of 

internal misrepresentation, “unites linguistic analysis with the psychological investigation of 

causal connections” (KHI, p.217). As a depth hermeneutics (in contrast to philological 

hermeneutics) psychoanalysis charts the “internal foreign territory” (KHI, p.218) of the subject, 

capturing the alienated character of something that belongs to the subject.   

Neurotic symptoms “indicate that the faulty text both expresses and conceals self-

deceptions of the author” (KHI, p.219). Obsessive thoughts, repetition, compulsion, and 

hysterical body symptoms demonstrate that all three classes of life expression can be distorted. 

Ordinary hermeneutics, according to Habermas, cannot address this level of human experience 

where the expressions of the author confront him as alienated and incomprehensible.  The 

analyst must apply his or her knowledge of psychoanalytic principles and explanations in a way 

that goes beyond the knowledge of the patient.  Although it is the patient’s self-relation which is 

at stake, it is the analyst who decides whether progress is being made on the basis of his or her 
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own expertise:  a patient’s rejection of an interpretation does not refute the diagnosis since it can 

be explained in terms of unconscious resistance.29   

The analyst and patient have a common interest in emancipation which is supposed to 

indicate the collective interest in critical reflection denoted by the third knowledge-constitutive 

interest.  It is this shared concern that allows the analysand and the psychoanalyst to enter into 

the hermeneutic process.  But even if we allow that this is what happens in the clinical setting, we 

cannot so easily assume that society as a whole is constituted by shared interests, especially with 

respect to those individuals or institutions that may benefit from the status quo and have an 

interest in maintaining it.  It is not at all clear that such groups would feel the need to engage in 

an emancipatory dialogue.  By overplaying the importance of self-reflection in emancipation, 

Habermas presents a rather idealised version of the analytic situation. 

Another outstanding problem is that Habermas does not provide a detailed explication of 

how the mechanisms of repression relate to ideological domination.  Ideologies are believed to 

effectively operate in the interests of a particular set of concerns.  But one important difference 

between ideology critique and ‘socio-analysis’ is that in cases of neurosis there is no ‘other’ 

subject (whether individual or institutional) that benefits from the distortion:  Freud believed 

that neuroses resulted from an internal tension  between the ego and the id.30  In its attempts to 

                                                           

29 The analyst is taken to have purified themselves of such mechanisms through their psychoanalytic training.  Note, 
however, that the analyst cannot simply state the ‘correct’ interpretation to the patient.  The patient must freely 

accept the interpretation for it to be ‘true’. 

30 See “The Question of Lay Analysis” in Sigmund Freud, The Essentials of Psychoanalysis. pp.24-25 
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mediate the relationship between the impulses of the id and the demands of the external world, 

the ego effectively censors desires which, once repressed, can develop ‘pathologically’.   

In psychoanalysis, it is assumed that ‘curing’ patients is always in their interests, even if 

the process of analysis is an ongoing one which may uncover deeper and more complex degrees 

of repression.  This kind of self-reflection is supposed to indicate ways in which existential 

practices and possibilities may be reconceived in order that life practices might be adapted.  

However, those living under the auspices of a given ideology need not be understood to benefit 

from being shown its false character.  Geuss notes that if the normative power of an oppressive 

group is strong enough the outcome of critique might even increased frustration and misery.31  

This suggests that unless agents can do something to improve their unfree state, they might even 

be better off left to their illusions since the outcome of debunking an ideology might even be 

increased frustration and misery.  This might not seem to be the kind of emancipation envisaged 

by critical theory, but does prefigure the direction of Habermas’s mature theory of justice, which 

consistently emphasises the primacy of justice over human well-being.32 

Even if we accept the idea that Habermas does not intend us to see a parallel between 

personal psychological transformation and political emancipation, there remains a problem with 

the idea of self-reflection that the ‘socio-analysis’ model relies upon.  Habermas makes use of 

psychoanalysis because he envisions psychoanalytic reflection as a form of ideology critique:  self-

reflection can bring the contents of the unconscious to consciousness, just as ideology critique 

                                                           
31 Raymond Geuss, The Idea of a Critical Theory. p.75 

32 According to Habermas’s later works, emancipation “makes humanity more independent but not necessarily 

happier” (PF, p.107). 
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shows the falseness of widely-accepted ‘truths’.  But this kind of reflexivity cannot by itself render 

explicit the normative structures of communicative competence; for this, a reconstruction that 

can formalise the intuitive anticipation of undistorted communication is needed (KHI, p.379).  

 

2.5) Epistemology and Rational Reconstruction 

Even if Habermas had stopped writing in the mid 1970s, he would already have 

produced an extensive and thought-provoking corpus of philosophical and sociological writings.  

His work on methodology in the social sciences and revivification of ideology critique were 

motivated by entirely practical concerns, and showed how a critical social science might make 

good on its interdisciplinary aspirations.  However, while Knowledge and Human Interests 

provides the broad contours of a methodologically pluralistic critical theory, Habermas had yet to 

provide a thorough account of how critical reflection on language and communication might 

impart an alternative foundation for critical theory.   

Habermas conceives of the emancipatory interest as a way of compensating for the 

deficiencies of the other two knowledge-constitutive interests while preserving a deep-seated 

connection between reason and freedom.  Given Habermas’s interest both in Freud and in 

Hegel’s critique of Kant in Knowledge and Human Interests, the suggestion appears to be that the 

emancipatory interest that guides critical theory effectively provides a dialectical method for 

combining the other two interests (in distinction to the unreflective nature of positivism).   
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Even aside from the problems generated by the psychoanalytic characterisation of 

emancipatory communication noted above (§2.4), there remain deep ambiguities in the exact 

status of these interests.  As Richard J. Bernstein has noted, Habermas’s categorisation of 

cognitive interests as ‘quasi-transcendental’ inadvertently highlights a deeply rooted problem.33  

The central claim is that cognitive interests organise reality around certain fundamental human 

needs.  Kant insisted that all transcendental knowledge must be purified of empirical content 

since it is concerned with the grounds of experience rather than experience itself.  Habermas 

consistently emphasises the synthetic character of knowledge in so far as suggesting that our 

knowledge is spontaneously produced through the application of our own concepts to 

experience.34  But unlike Kant, he stops short of claiming that cognitive interests are immutable, 

transcendental features of human experience. 

This reluctance is best understood in the context of Habermas’s ambivalent attitude 

towards philosophical anthropology.  As I suggested above (§2.1), Habermas shares many of the 

suspicions of the earlier Frankfurt School about the value of speculations about human nature.  

Yet, as I have indicated, his own approach at this time, before his work developed in the 

direction of a transcendental-pragmatic theory of meaning, is in many respects fundamentally 

anthropological.  His delineation of the deep structure of human cognition, for example, bears 

considerable to Helmuth Plessner’s morphological account of the human organism as a 

                                                           

33 Richard J. Bernstein (ed.), Habermas and Modernity. p.13 

34 I use the term ‘synthetic’ in the Kantian sense to indicate knowledge that is determined by its intuitional contents.  
For Kant, a judgment is synthetic if and only if its meaning and its truth are strictly determined by its constituent 

intuitions (CPR, A 8; 154-155; 721 / B 193-194; 749).  Of course, Kant also stresses, more controversially, that 

synthetic knowledge may also be a priori. 
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combination of biological necessity and cultural hermeneutics.35  Arnold Gehlen’s suggestion that 

certain interests, grounded in the nature of what it is to be human serve to shape the objects of 

knowledge for all human beings evidently inspires much of Knowledge and Human Interests.36  

But rather than refer to cognitive interests as essential aspects of human being, Habermas prefers 

to speak of them variously as quasi-transcendental or “anthropologically deep-seated” (TP, p.8 / 

TCA 2, p. ).37  Both of these are ambiguous terms which fail to convey the requisite sense of 

necessity.  For cognitive interests to maintain the epistemological status of transcendental truths, 

they need to be unavoidable aspects of human existence, entrenched in the distinctively human 

engagement with the world.38  Why, then, does Habermas fall short of giving them this status?  

And in what sense can they at the same time be considered anthropologically ‘basic’?    

One answer might be that to make these interests transcendental in the Kantian sense 

would be to divorce the connection between knowledge and anthropological interests.  The 

quasi-transcendental status of human interests is supposed to provide a link between discourse-

related facts and object domains that shows that these connections are embedded in forms of life.  

Human interests are themselves grounded in the biological imperatives of human survival.  

Acknowledging a basic human interest in communication free from domination is to recognise 

                                                           

35 Fred R. Dallmayr, “Plessner’s Philosophical Anthropology:  Implications for Role Theory and Politics.” p.73 

36 Jürgen Habermas, “Arnold Gehlen:  Imitation Substantiality” in Philosophical-Political Profiles.  p.121   

37 Jürgen Habermas, “The Tasks of a Critical Theory of Society.” p.296 / TP, p.8 

38 Notwithstanding the unclear transcendental status of these interests, Habermas also needs to be able to 

incorporate them within a broader naturalism, since a critical social science cannot be purely transcendental: it needs 

to develop genuinely scientific hypotheses about social reality.     
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that knowledge-constitutive interests can never be reduced to biological imperatives, because 

those interests themselves are unfixed and indeterminate.   

The anthropological status of the emancipatory interest may indeed be similarly basic – 

after all, everyone has an interest in being emancipated, at least potentially, whether they are 

aware of it or not.  But to refer to ‘emancipation’ as a universal and basic human interest seems 

to assume that ideology or oppression is similarly widespread, rather than a developmental 

feature specific to capitalism.  It is also not clear that emancipation contributes directly to 

survival; in fact, it might even be easier to survive as a well-kept slave than a free individual. 

Habermas’s description of the transcendentally necessary features of human interaction 

might be thought to provide a basic anthropology in as far as it attempts to identify something 

common to all human beings.  However, Habermas’s original purpose for using philosophical 

anthropology was the attempt to reformulate historical materialism in a theory of communicative 

interaction.   It is not clear what is left of historical materialism if the empirical components are 

filtered out. There are implications resulting from the shift to rational reconstruction that need 

to be considered in light of the original programme of a critique of positivism.   

Habermas later identified a systematic ambiguity in his use of the concept of reflection 

between the Kantian idea of rational contemplation of conditions of possibility and the (young) 

Hegelian idea of emancipation from unacknowledged, constraining, forces of domination.  By 

the time of the postscript in the revised edition of Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas sees 

this emerging as a conflation of questions of truth with questions about the transcendental 
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constitution of experience (KHI, pp.360-361/364).  That is, the more fundamental issue of how 

knowledge is justified at all is de-emphasized in the consideration of the role of cognitive 

interests.  These methodological reconsiderations lead him to reassess the kind of reflection that 

is required for critical theory that could advance substantial social and theoretical claims (KHI, 

p.377). 

Habermas comes to downplay the model of emancipation through reflection in favour of 

a reconstructive approach to communicative competence (PF, p.101).  Unlike the therapeutic 

narrative of psychoanalysis, successful reconstructions neither change the behaviour of subjects, 

nor engage with issues of false consciousness.  Rather, reconstructions bring to light the 

‘anonymous’ systems of rules that are already intuitively followed by all competent agents.  

Reconstructions of this sort explicate the subterranean, generative structures that give rise to 

particular phenomena and make overt its universal conditions of possibility.   

“Rational reconstructions… can reproduce the pre-theoretical knowledge that 

they explicate only in an essentialist sense; if they are true, they have to 

correspond precisely to the rules that are operatively effective in the object 

domain – that is, to the rules that actually determine the production of surface 

structures.” (CES, p.16) 

One apparent repercussion of the reconstructive approach is a radically different account 

of what can be expected from philosophy, which under Habermas’s conception becomes 

restricted to such reconstructions and can no longer engage in first-order moral prescription.  

What follows from this is that matters of the good life that were traditionally part of the dictates 
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of classical ethics – questions surrounding the nature of virtue, happiness, duty, character or 

community – can no longer be dealt with by philosophy.   

“Philosophy remains true to its classic tradition by renouncing it.  The insight 

that the truth of statements is linked in the last analysis to the intention of the 

good and true life can be preserved today only on the ruins of ontology.” (KHI 

p.317) 

Habermas takes this to be consistent with the impulse, expressed in Adorno’s work, that 

philosophy no longer makes claims to its true field as the teaching of the good life (FHN, p.1).39  

From now on, Habermas will find implausible the idea the philosophical tradition can provide 

some privileged insight into the right way to live.  But what can philosophy aspire to in its new 

guise as the ‘melancholy science’?  It already seems that the ambitions of critical theory have been 

revised so far downward from its early revolutionary aspirations that its claims to be a primarily 

emancipatory enterprise can seem rather dubious.  In Knowledge and Human Interests ideological 

power is grasped in terms of the reified or unconscious structures that inhibit autonomy.  If 

language and social tradition can be said to embody entrenched relationships of domination, 

ideology critique needs to show how they have been (at least partially) constituted by relations of 

power.  One consequence of the move from reflection to reconstruction is that the nature of 

political power has to be radically reconceived.  As we have seen, in the reflective approach the 

model for relations of power is provided by psychoanalytic dialogue.  In a reconstructive account, 

the inhibiting effects of power will be located not in ideological interference, but those factors 

that prevent everyday interaction from being adequate to its own unacknowledged, 

                                                           

39 Cf. Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life. p.15 
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counterfactual presuppositions:  what Habermas refers to as “systematically distorted 

communication” (KHI, p.371). 
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3. Communicative Rationality and Critical Theory 

 

“I am of the opinion that social pathologies can be understood as forms of 

manifestation of systematically distorted communication...”   

 – Habermas1   

3.0)  Introduction 

In the mature phase of his work – which I refer to as the ‘communication paradigm’ – 

Habermas develops a more complex and comprehensive critical theory.  Most of this chapter is 

given over to detailing and evaluating the various facets of this theory.  More specifically, I 

explain his pragmatic account of validity and how it informs an account of non-instrumentalising 

reason (3.1).  I show that, as the communicative paradigm reaches its fullest development, 

Habermas widens this idea of performative validity into a concept of social action as 

communicative action, oriented towards the telos of reaching mutual understanding (3.2).  This 

gives rise to the classical Habermasian division of the social world into a normative lifeworld of 

autonomous expression and the strategic rationality of systems.  This dichotomy is important, 

because it forms the basis of the diagnostic aspects of Habermas’s theory.  In Section 3.3 I show 

how it informs Habermas’s account of social pathology as the systematic ‘colonization’ of the 

lifeworld.  To illustrate this important distinction in less abstract terms I use Habermas’s own 

example of juridification (3.4).  In Section 3.5, I complete my presentation of the 

communicative paradigm with a discussion of discourse ethics, arguing that Habermas’s attempts 

                                                           
1 Jürgen Habermas, “A Reply” in (Axel Honneth and Hans Joas, ed.) Communicative Action:  Essays on Jürgen 

Habermas's Theory of Communicative Action. p.226. 
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to derive the moral attitude of mutual respect from the structure are ultimately unconvincing.  In 

conclusion (3.6), I summarise Habermas’s view of social pathology. 

 

3.1)  Truth and Validity 

Originally published in 1981, Theory of Communicative Action [Theorie des 

Kommunicativen Handelns] is generally regarded by interpreters of Habermas’s work as marking 

the threshold of his mature thought.  In this ambitious work, he attempts to explicate a theory of 

rationality; provide a comprehensive account of communicative action; offer a critique of what 

he calls ‘functionalist’ reason; and establish a sociological thesis about the basis of societal 

reproduction in communicative consensus.  Habermas’s theory is highly complex, and it will not 

be possible to examine all its aspects in this chapter.  But we can begin to assess the success of his 

enterprise by reviewing the ways in which Habermas’s reconstructive account of communicative 

competence might be considered a solution to problems that beset his earlier work.   

Habermas clarifies the objective status of his theory viz-à-viz philosophy by reiterating 

the scepticism about the aspirations of contemporary philosophy expressed at the end of 

Knowledge and Human Interests.  Ontological questions traditionally dealt with by philosophy, he 

suggests, have been destabilised by the paradigm shift to modern science, which has shown itself 

capable of providing an empirically verifiable, sophisticated and systematic account of material 

existence.  Philosophical inquiry has also been challenged by the critique of reason disclosed by 

the “masters of suspicion”: Marx, Freud and Nietzsche.2  According to Habermas, once deprived 

                                                           
2 Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation. p.32 
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of its former authority, the philosophical tradition grew increasingly self-critical and preoccupied 

with meta-philosophical reflection instead of trying to explain the world.  As such, “in the wake 

of metaphysics, philosophy surrenders its extraordinary status” (PT, pp.50-51).  Philosophy can 

no longer aspire to provide a comprehensive worldview or systematic ontology (distinct from a 

foundationalist philosophy of science) since it has to defer ontological questions to scientists.  

Until it breaks free of its Cartesian ancestry, says Habermas, philosophy can no longer claim a 

privileged perspective on the world.3   

In the wake of Gadamer’s account of the interpretative quality of truth and Kuhn’s work 

on the normative effects of paradigms in natural science, the standards of scientific objectivity 

themselves are similarly rethought by Habermas.  Instead of experimental method alone 

guaranteeing the “epistemic objectivity from the private certainty of an experiencing subject” as 

in positivism, scientific facts must have their veracity examined through “the public practice of 

justification within a communicative community” (TJ, p.249).   The intersubjective epistemic 

community now replaces the basic anthropological forms of constitutive interest within a theory 

of truth.  So construed, truth becomes a question of objective ‘validity’ [Wahrheitsgeltung]:  what 

we should or ought to take to be true:  this is undoubtedly normative in the sense that it 

establishes that one should accept a particular proposition as true if one is offered good enough 

reasons to so do.   

                                                           
3 Habermas’s critique of the philosophy of consciousness is discussed at greater length in §1.5.  One question that 
Habermas appears to leave unresolved is whether or not a sufficiently intersubjective conception of philosophy 
would be able to make such a claim.  Rather, any such philosophy would be such a departure from traditional 
philosophical frameworks as to warrant another kind of description altogether:  ‘communicative rationality’. 
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The theory of communicative action is able to provide a systematic account of 

justification only by characterising communicative communities primarily as communities of 

interaction and social action.  Habermas’s pragmatic account of truth effectively brackets the 

question of the logical relation of propositional truths to an unmediated reality.  Instead, it 

focuses on the way that truth-utterances work to establish a shared, intersubjective consensus 

[rationales Einverständnis] in practical matters, explicitly distinguishing between factual consensus 

(the contingent beliefs held in a particular community) and rational consensus (the consensus 

that would be attained under dialogically optimal conditions).4  Habermas confines himself to 

the claim that, in raising truth claims, speakers also raise claims about a general state of affairs 

that is taken to be true.  The pragmatic meaning of an utterance – in terms of social action – is 

dependent upon on its validity, which is in turn decided by the consensus-bringing reasons that 

can be adduced for it by the speaker to a public audience.5  Preserving the normative link 

between having belief ‘p’ and having reasons for belief ‘p’ shows how a reconstructive social 

theory might provide a theory of rationality.  However, as we have already seen (§1.2) the 

difficulty for the critical theorist lies in showing how one’s reasons for acting or holding beliefs 

are rational, and not simply the result of ideologies or instrumental thought.   

Clearly, Habermas’s account of what makes reasons justified is of central importance here.  

As Crispin Wright has put it, theories of truth have to “to succeed in characterising something 

which may plausibly be taken to be normative over the (relevant local) practice of statement-

                                                           
4 Rather than use the German word for ‘consensus’ [Konsens], Habermas uses Verständigung and its derivatives when 
describing the process of reaching agreement, and rationales Einverständnis to designate the outcome. 

5 The importance of publicity for reasoned discourse is a theme that has occupied Habermas since his earliest works, 
notably The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.   
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making and belief-formation”.6  Consensus theories of truth are typically criticised for the way 

that they divorce the logical support for a belief from the observable fact that a belief is 

widespread.  From this semantic dislocation follow two important criticisms pertaining to 

contingency.  Firstly, consensus theories of truth can be seen to make truth dependent on the 

contingency of consensus when it should be independent of it.7   Secondly, views that were 

widely held in the past (such as the belief that the earth was the centre of the solar system) have 

been determined to be quite false, and we may in the future establish that our currently held 

‘true’ beliefs are false.8  The worry here is that there may be no necessary link between an existing 

consensus and the truth of the matter; and hence no link between having a belief and having 

valid reasons for it.   

Habermas attempts to meet these objections about the relativity and contingency of 

consensus by distinguishing between ‘truth’ and ‘validity’.  Habermas does not limit 

intersubjective validity claims to the category of empirical truth, but instead acknowledges a 

matrix of distinct ‘validity claims’ [Geltungsanspruchen] that also includes claims to moral 

rightness, ethical goodness, authenticity, honesty, and sound aesthetic judgement (TCA 1, pp. 8–

23).  Although Habermas consider such contentions part of a social world rather than a mind-

independent realm of reality, he maintains that these other kinds of validity claims can similarly 

be publicly criticised or defended by convincing arguments. To the extent that Habermas’s 

account of validity has an “internal connection with reasons” (TCA 1, p.301), in the practical 

sphere it involves a commitment to the cognisance of our reasons for acting.  To put it another 

                                                           
6 Crispin Wright, Saving the Differences  – Essays on Themes from Truth and Objectivity.  p.95 

7 Alvin I. Goldman, Knowledge in a Social World. p.12 

8 Hilary Putnam, Meaning and the Moral Sciences. pp.108-109 
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way: we might say that we are expected to give reasons for the kinds of behavioural norms we 

follow.  If we cannot explain our reasons for acting, then the underlying norm becomes open to 

rational scrutiny through the procedures of intersubjective discourse.  The central claim made by 

Habermas is therefore that cognitive reliability is dependent on intersubjective validity.9   

Habermas’s inclination to cognitivism enables him to retain the idea that communicative 

action is essentially a rational (reason-giving) feature of contemporary social life that can provide 

an alternative to instrumental reason.  He identifies four categories of validity claim:  to truth 

[wahrheit], rightness [richtigkeit], sincerity or truthfulness [wahrhaftigkeit] and meaning or 

‘intelligibility’ [verständlichkeit].10  These validity claims, Habermas argues, amount to “the rules 

that a competent speaker must master in order to form grammatical sentences and to utter them 

in an acceptable way” (MCCA, p.26).  All of these validity claims are invoked by any speech act, 

but specific speech acts raise different primary validity claims.  Thus, assertions raise truth claims, 

imperatives invoke claims to rightness and expressives claims to sincerity.   

It is important to appreciate that this idea of validity is not restricted to the narrow idea 

of logical or argumentative proof associated with the above objections to consensus theories of 

truth, but instead refers to a wider, socialised account of validity, the standards of which will vary 

according to the particular context and those involved in speaking or listening.  Following Apel, 

Habermas argues that linguistic meaning is not exhausted by propositional content.  Validity 

                                                           
9 See Mark E. Warren, “The Self in Discursive Democracy”. p.178 

10 It is worth noting that the validity claim to ‘meaning’ has received less attention than the other three in 
Habermas’s later work.  The idea that speech must be intelligible is no longer presented as a kind of claim made 
within communicative utterances, and is instead understood as a necessary condition for any communication to take 
place at all.  Habermas defers questions of ‘meaning’ to the symbolic generativity of the social ‘lifeworld’.   
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claims make a demand upon listeners, but they are also shaped by their responses:  these claims 

ask for the listener’s acceptance by offering the opportunity to respond with an affirmative or 

negative response.  Speech co-ordinates social action through these validity claims, and the 

validity of an utterance determines its meaning:  “it is the formal conditions of possible consensus 

formation, rather than ultimate grounds, which possess legitimating force” (CES, p.184).  

Through processes of dialogical rationality “members of a group [come to] recognize the binding 

force of their norms of action [and] feel mutually obliged to observe these norms” (TCA 1, 

p.390).  The normative components of speech acts themselves directly pertain to the genesis and 

continuation of social norms by demanding intersubjective recognition of the legitimacy of the 

underlying mores. 

“With regulative speech acts the speaker refers to something in a common social 

world, and in such a way that he would like to establish an interpersonal relation 

recognized as legitimate.  The negation of such an utterance means that H 

[hearer] contests the normative rightness claimed by S [speaker] for his action (or 

for an underlying norm).” (TCA 1 p. 326) 

This in itself does not provide an answer to the question of what makes a belief justified.  

But under Habermas’s approach to this problem it is not for philosophers or critical theorists to 

decide what makes a particular belief justified, but a speech community understood as “a 

community of (social) interaction and not of argumentation, as action and not discourse” (LC, 

p.159).  However, communicative action remains internally connected with the logos of speech 

(as reconstructed by Habermas) since it is directed towards achieving agreement on the 

intersubjective recognition of validity claims.  Participants in communication establish 

intersubjective relations which make it possible for validity claims to be socially binding:  the 

means to arrive at agreement or mutual understanding [verständigungsorientiert] depend on the 
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rational motivation to accept the claims made in speech acts with specific reference to the 

grounds and reasons that may be given in support of said claims (TCA 1, p. 101).  Underlying 

this point – which is central to Habermas’s mature attempt to provide a normative foundation 

for critical social theory – is therefore the idea that there is an internal, intrinsic connection 

between communicative rationality and communicative action. 

 

3.2) Communicative Action 

Habermas distinguishes four kinds of social action: teleological action; normatively 

regulated action; dramaturgical action; and communicative action (TCA 1, pp.85-86).  In the 

first of these, an actor chooses a strategic means for the realisation of a particular end.11  In the 

second, action is normatively regulated when organised in accordance with commonly held 

values, norms or social mores.  Habermas thinks that, for any constituents of a given social 

group, there exist generalised anticipations of behaviour that members may expect of each other.  

So while teleological or strategic action relates to individual values, normatively regulated action 

is always social and intersubjective.  These two forms of social action are brought together in 

dramaturgical action, which refers to both interiority and exteriority.  Sometimes an actor is 

better understood neither as solitary nor as a member of a social group, but interacting with 

others who represent a public for one another, before whom they present themselves. The social 

                                                           
11 Habermas also includes under the heading of strategic action the anticipation of what other social actors may do.  
It’s clear, then, that for Habermas, models of rational choice from decision theory or game theory cannot qualify as 
communicative action – even if they are an observable form of social rationality – since any co-ordinated pattern 
results from anticipation, rather than agreement.  This is why even co-ordinated actions of this sort are characterised 
as the “interlacing of egocentric calculations of utility” (TCA 1, p. 101). 
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actor evokes in public a certain regulated image, an impression of themselves created by the 

monitoring of their own behaviour by individuals.  Such a presentation of self is not 

spontaneous, but stylised by the individual based upon their representation of their own 

subjectivity.12 

According to Habermas, social action of the fourth kind is distinguished by being co-

ordinated by agreement and rational consensus, where two or more actors establish a relationship 

which is oriented not around the success of a particular action but by “the act of reaching 

understanding in an interpretative manner” (TCA 1, p.101).  The basic idea behind the concept 

of communicative action is that emancipatory critique can be grounded through its own appeal 

to normative foundation in basic language use, but only as long as it restricts itself to articulating 

the justification procedures for values as such.  The intuition that drives such ‘post-metaphysical’ 

thinking is the idea that we must always start with our own circumstances and forms of life:  in 

this case, a reconstructive account of the normative conditions and procedures of rational 

communication (TCA 1, pp.197; 220; 237-239 / CES, p.1).  So, in order to show that there are 

forms of social rationality that can remain counterpointed to strategic forms of rationality, 

Habermas reconstructs the complex forms of implicit knowledge that competent linguistic 

communicators must practically presuppose when they engage in communicative action.  Such 

an analysis can only start, as it were, from within – from the actual use of language rather than 

literal semantic meaning or syntax – by reconstructing the formal pragmatics of language use, 

articulating the pre-communicative competences and beliefs possessed by any competent 

                                                           
12 What Habermas does not make clear is the extent to which any lack of spontaneity may be attributed to second 
nature, as in the case of normatively regulated action.  However, to the extent that we can meaningfully refer to 
dramaturgical action as social action, it is heavily implied that learned social norms are involved in this form of 
expression. 
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interlocutor.  This is why accounts of communicative action are not exhausted by linguistic 

description: this kind of interaction is co-ordinated by speech acts, but it is not identical with 

(nor reducible) to them. 

Many commentators believe that Habermas abandons his anthropological assumptions 

when he takes up the transcendental-pragmatic theme of communicative interaction.  However, 

the idea of communicative action contains two theses which contradict this view.  Firstly, there is 

the commitment to a universal idea of communicative competence found in all members of the 

human species.  Secondly, there is the thesis about communicative interaction being the base for 

all acts of collective intention, and hence social reproduction.  Furthermore, the representation of 

strategic or instrumental action as parasitic upon communicative agreement is a direct challenge 

to the competitive account of human nature often associated with the modern liberal tradition of 

political thought.   

Habermas’s account of communicative action draws upon and reformulates his earlier 

distinction between labour and interaction, which made all collective actions dependent upon (at 

least provisional or implicit) agreement or consensus (§2.3).  Habermas suggests that there are 

two basic ways in which it is possible to arrive at a common understanding in some matter 

through communication.  Instrumental rationality is now understood to inform the first kind of 

such possible agreement, which Habermas terms “action oriented to success” (TCA 1, p.285).  

Such agreements result from strategically following pre-determined, egocentric ends.  Co-

ordinations of this sort may indeed be successful, but this success is indexed against whether 

certain specified goals have been met rather than whether these ends are in themselves justified.   
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Consequently, ‘agreements’ based upon strategic interaction can result from coercive 

power, misinformation or deception.  Communicative action, on the other hand, is characterised 

by speech actions oriented to reaching and the “intersubjective mutuality of reciprocal 

understanding” (CES, p.3).  The core of Habermas’s pragmatic approach is the idea that 

successful communication itself is only possible because the attempt to reach mutual 

understanding is the intrinsic telos of human speech (TCA 1, p.287).  Communicative action 

relies upon agreement based on reasons and arguments rather than coercion or force.  According 

to Habermas, the act of reaching agreement in an undistorted speech situation is the norm 

implicit in communicative acts themselves insofar as they are oriented around understanding 

rather than domination.  In the capacity to understand the speech of another, to submit to the 

force of the better argument, or to reach for the regulative ideal of un-coerced consensus, 

language itself contains the resources for the critique of domination and oppression.   

It is important to understand that Habermas is not committed to the view that all 

perlocutionary acts should be considered instrumental (TCA 1, p.240), just as he does not take 

every instance of rationality to be suffused in instrumental rationality.  What the theory of 

communicative action is intended to do is provide a way of tracing social pathologies to the 

predominance of a particular kind of rational interest.  Specifically, this interest is the practical 

interest in exerting technical control over the world, exemplified in the natural sciences and 

referred to by Habermas as ‘cognitive-instrumental’.  So, the claim here is that the pathologies 

generated by modernity result not from the processes of modernisation, but the form of 

rationality which has come to underlie it.   
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The diagnostic aspect of Habermasian critical theory, therefore, needs to be able to show 

how this form of rationality subverts or otherwise distorts the primacy of communicative action.  

It needs to be able to demonstrate the ways in which abnormal patterns of social interaction 

result in social ills.  To understand how Habermas’s reconstruction of historical materialism can 

offer a diagnostic framework for social pathologies, we need to consider two things: the idea of 

systematically distorted communication and the conception of the lifeworld. 

 

3.3) The Normative Lifeworld and the ‘Colonization’ Thesis  

 

As we have already seen, Habermas suggests that it is through the process of reaching 

mutual understanding that a shared interpretative horizon is formed.  He argues that the “process 

of coming to an understanding [Verständigung] means that participants in communication reach 

an agreement [Einegung] concerning the validity of an utterance; agreement [Einverständnis]13 is 

the intersubjective recognition of the validity claim the speaker raises for it” (TCA 2, p.120).14  

Thus, linguistic communication provides the “context-forming horizon” within which 

“participants in communication come to an understanding with one another about something” 

(TCA 1, p.337).   

                                                           
13 Habermas uses Verständigung to describe the procedures by which understanding is reached, and rationales 
Einverständnis to denote the outcome of said processes.  As Finlayson notes, the typical rendering of these phrases – 
both derived from the verb sich verständingen (which can refer to making oneself understood or to reaching 
agreement) – into English as consensus effectively masks an important ambiguity.  See James Gordon Finalyson, 
Habermas - a Very Short Introduction, p.39. 

14 Such claims are recognised intersubjectively, and have a constitutive effect represented by “culturally transmitted 
and linguistically organised” (TCA 2, p.224) patterns of interpretation:  “language and culture are constitutive for 
the lifeworld itself” (TCA 2, p.125).   
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As the repository of embedded knowledge, the lifeworld is the necessary complement to 

communicative competence.  It both sustains communicative practices by offering the “naïve 

familiarity with an unproblematically given background” (TCA 2, p.130) from which contextual 

understandings are taken, but it is also supported by communication since its very existence 

depends upon its successful reproduction through social action.  According to Habermas the 

lifeworld is sustained by the kind of collective understanding and social coordination that can 

only result from communicative action, as the unarticulated beliefs, competences and 

interpretations which constitute the lifeworld are mediated, articulated and rejected or defended 

through linguistic intersubjectivity.  Habermas contrasts the communicative lifeworld with the 

‘system’.  While the communicative structures of the lifeworld have an intrinsic autonomy based 

up the freedom of intersubjective agreement, the system depends – and is parasitic upon – the 

lifeworld because only at the level of the lifeworld can legitimacy be established and regenerated 

communicatively.  This is not to say that everyday acts of communication take place under 

conditions of freedom, but that the lifeworld itself is normatively regulated by this autonomy 

irrespective of whether, for example, interlocutors actually challenge validity.  Systems, by 

contrast, are fully rational rather than autonomous.16  

                                                           
16

 In sociology, the concept of the ‘system’ is associated with Talcott parsons, who reframed its original  use in 
science to describe complex biological or ecological totalities.  A system is thus any structured or patterned 
relationship between any number of elements, where this system forms a whole or unity.  Parsons (1937) argued that 
the basic analytical component of any sociological theory of an action system involves an actor, an end or goal, a 
situation composed of conditions and means, and norms and values by which ends and means are selected.  A revival 
of interest in systems theory in the 1980s, particularly in communications-theoretic form in the work of Niklas 
Luhmann, provides the backdrop to Theory of Communicative Action.   
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Habermas refers to those forms of social action which operate by co-ordinating the action 

orientation of individuals through rational consensus as ‘social integration’ (TCA 2, pp.114-115; 

186-187).  However, systems have their own intrinsic rationality.  The sheer number of people, 

and the resources needed to sustain modern structures of administration and distribution to 

make multifaceted, rationalised social life operable requires a level of instrumental organisation 

that simply does not lend itself to extensive communicative action.  Systems are strictly rule-

governed, self-maintaining structures that exist in order to make complex societies workable:  in 

short, they “fulfil conditions for the maintenance of sociocultural lifeworlds” (TCA 2, p.152).  

Habermas argues that the characteristic pathologies of modernity arise because instrumental 

rationality encroaches onto and damages the communicative structures of the lifeworld.   This 

follows from Weber’s contention that as societies grow more complex, they require increasingly 

complex bureaucratic and administrative structures to support them.  For Habermas, not only 

are the system and lifeworld increasingly ‘uncoupled’ [abgekoppelt] from each other, but the 

strategic rationality of systems penetrate [dringt] the communicative structure of the lifeworld.  

When the lifeworld is organised according to demands of systems-rationality meaning is eroded, 

leading to social worlds which do not properly reflect the collective will of those who inhabit 

them.   

Furthermore, systems have a tendency to escape control, become dysfunctional and enter 

crises, such as stock-market crashes or cripplingly inefficient bureaucracy.  The pathological 

lifeworld has developed in conjunction with advanced capitalist society, with the integrative 

functions of communicative reason being neutered by the encroachment of systematic rationality 

into social life.  Thus, for Habermas, social pathologies are best understood as ‘colonisations’ of 
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the lifeworld by systematic forms of rationality.  When systemic integration intervenes in social 

integration “... the subjective inconspicuousness of systemic constraints that instrumentalize a 

communicatively structured lifeworld takes on the character of a deception, of objectively false 

consciousness” (TCA 1, p.187).  In effect, ideologies can be effectively ‘legitimised’ by processes 

of systematic integration as long as those discursive processes that could be used to judge their 

validity are systematically restricted by false consciousness.  Thus, it is the impoverishment of the 

very processes of legitimation themselves which indicate crisis (LC, pp. 68-75). 

 The survival of the lifeworld depends on the successful integration of processes of cultural 

integration, socialisation and social action.  However, these are highly complex processes, and it 

is not immediately apparent what ‘success’ here would entail.  Recall that the validity claims 

raised in speech pertain to at least one of three aspects of the lifeworld:  the objective, the social, 

and the subjective.  Since, according to Habermas, social reproduction is dependent upon 

healthy relations of communicative action then the structure of the lifeworld itself loses 

‘legitimacy’ when communication is supplanted by systemic rationality.  This is manifested the 

fragmentation of systems of meaning and disturbances in socialisation processes.   This 

interruption has the effect of alienating individuals from their lifeworlds, the destabilisation of 

identities, widespread feelings of meaninglessness, confusion, and illegitimacy.  Habermas 

summarises the resulting ‘pathologies’ in the following table. 
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Fig. 2.  Habermas’s Typology of Social Pathologies (TCA 2, p.143) 

 In general, Habermas associates the loss of meaning with the fragmentation of everyday 

communicative practices that results from capitalist modernity (TCA 2, pp.325/355).  Though 

the schema he provides is comprehensive, the specific ways in which distorted communication 

results in pathologies remains somewhat vague.  The refusal to specify the resulting pathologies 

may be seen as consistent with the idea that the specific forms of lifeworld colonisation remain 

closely related to particular lifeworlds.  For example, one implication of the encroachment of 

cognitive-instrumental rationality is the increasing specialisation of discourse that results from a 

culture of experts.  Many aspects of the lifeworld are now subject to extensive scientific scrutiny, 

which identifies the truth about human beings and the world with what can be discovered about 

their observable behaviour.  This might take the form of, for example, investigative social science, 

consumer surveys, audits, or television ratings.  Information of this sort is strategically useful in a 

number of ways, but has is a tendency to emphasise the ‘objective’ validity claim (the claim to 

Wahrheit) at the expense of the other two.17   

                                                           
17 Deborah Cook,  Adorno, Habermas, and the Search for a Rational Society. p.54 
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At the level of social organisation and political decision-making, this leads to the modern 

technocratic culture of ‘experts’.  Their knowledge feeds directly into the reproduction of the 

lifeworld in the form of economic policy, law, administration, bureaucracy and government, and 

in many ways does promote efficiency.  But these processes effectively take away the natural 

opportunities individuals have to question, agree or disagree, thus obviating the need for 

checking consensus that Habermas takes to be the very essence of legitimate social reproduction,.  

Note that this is not an objection to science per se:  in fact, Habermas seems to want our social 

institutions to function more like scientific communities where ideas are questioned and evidence 

presented before decisions are made.  However, this communicative form of validity testing tends 

to operate only within certain kinds of institutions.  Consequently, Habermas suggests that the 

absence of validity claims fit for consensus is characteristic of social pathology (TCA 2, p.141). 

At the level of social integration, ‘anomie’ describes the absence of binding normative 

standards and the breakdown of social mores.  The term was first used by Émile Durkheim to 

describe the deterioration in moral discipline that occurs in advanced industrial societies when 

traditional forms of regulation – religions, customs and laws – are usurped by economic or 

industrial concerns.  Industrial development is accompanied by a general decline in restraint, 

which turn leads to the prevalence of desires which cannot be fulfilled.18  This in turn means that 

personal relations, which had previously been regulated by shared norms, decline as a result of 

the dissolution of social bonds.  The membership of social groups and cultural traditions related 

to personality development are undermined when individuals orientate themselves according to 

                                                           
18 Habermas adopts Durkheim’s assumption that societies are bound together by a kind of collective consciousness 
which is organised around the idea of the sacred.  This is not meant to suggest religious life: rather, it emphasises the 
normative import of shared value systems, ritual and symbol.  See Günter Dux, “Communicative Reason and 
Interest: On the Reconstruction of the Normative Order of Societies Structured by Egalitarianism or Domination.” 
pp.76-79 
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their private interests instead of those mediums which support the development of shared goals, 

views, norms, and values, leading to the “unsettling of collective identity” and alienation 

[Entfremdung].  As a result, social pathology is characterised by ‘illegitimately ordered’ personal 

relations and difficulty in establishing clear roles for oneself in society.19   

This emphasis on individual alienation seems to be closely associated with the third 

group of pathologies.  Habermas characterises those disturbances of lifeworld reproduction which 

affect the ability of the individual to adequately form an individual or social identity as 

‘psychopathological’.  In this way he is able to claim that social pathologies bring about 

psychological and psychosocial impairments which are manifested at the level of individual 

behaviour and experience. 

We can discern three underlying normative ideals in Habermas’s account of social 

pathology.  Firstly, there is the idea of meaningful social life.  Secondly, there is the idea of a 

‘legitimately’ ordered society.  Thirdly, we see the ideal of successful social interaction (resulting 

in identity and interpersonal competence).  Habermas’s account of social pathology may be 

summarised in the idea that social pathologies are characterised by the loss of autonomy, which 

compromises one or all of these aspects in a systematic way.  The colonization of the lifeworld by 

systematic or cognitive-instrumental forms of rationality is a manifestation of the wider drive for 

increasing efficiency across social institutions and processes.  From the lifeworld perspective, 

social relations become formal and abstract, while the state bureaucracy confronts its clients as a 

                                                           
19 Durkheim stresses the importance of the regulatory functions of society, and believed that social regulation sets 
limits to individual desires by balancing individual ‘wants’ with the means to gratify them.  When social desires 
exceed the possibility of their fulfilment, Durkheim argues, the result is individual feelings of disappointment and 
despair.  See Émile Durkheim, Suicide. p.246 
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monolithic apparatus. The resulting “loss of freedom” is Habermas’s version of the Weberian 

“iron cage” and Lukács’s “reification”; autonomy is disturbed where social relations – which are 

contingent – confront persons as an objective, natural reality.  The reduced autonomy of the 

reified lifeworld does not present itself as deficient, but as normal.  The social world then 

continues to organise itself around reified social systems.  The expanding agency of the state is 

paid for “at the expense of the autonomous status of individuals” (BFN, p.406). 

In particular, the systems concerned with money and power, as the most influential on 

both other systems and the lifeworld, can have a disproportionate and pernicious effect on 

communicative interaction.  Thus, Habermas thinks that communicative action provides a better 

alternative to money and power as a basis for societal integration.  According to Habermas, social 

crisis is managed by the mediatised subsystems of economy and politics so effectively that crisis 

tendencies only really emerge in the lifeworld. When money and power overflow their domains 

of application and begin to reconfigure arenas of social life that cannot be successfully formalised 

– cultural renewal and transmission, the legitimacy of institutional norms and the solidarity of 

social members, group identity and personal socialisation – the result is the characteristic crises of 

lifeworld structures (crises of loss of meaning, decline of social solidarity and rise of 

psychopathologies). 

At this point, I would like to observe that Habermas makes clear his commitment to the 

view that social pathology is to be the distinctive methodological consideration for critical 

theorists at the beginning and the end of Theory of Communicative Action (TCA 1, p.xxvii / TCA 

2, p.376).  Indeed, the distinctions between strategic and communicative action, and the system 
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and lifeworld, are attempts to show that social pathologies manifest themselves at the level of the 

everyday in the form of ‘systematically distorted communication’ which he equates with 

‘unconscious self-deception’. Such distortions can be measured “in relation to the contradictions 

in which communicatively intermeshed interaction can get caught because deception and self-

deception can gain objective power” (TCA 2, p.378).  

 

 

 

 

Habermas claims that colonization of the lifeworld distorts communication specifically 

because it leads to “confusion between actions oriented to reaching understanding and actions 

oriented to success” (TCA 1, p. 332).  Similarly, he writes that communicative pathologies arise 

when “at least one of the parties is deceiving himself about the fact that he is acting with an 

attitude oriented to success and is only keeping up the appearance of communicative action” 

(TCA 2, p.332).   

Fig. 3.  Typology of systematically distorted communication (TCA 1, p.333) 
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3.4) Juridification 

So far I have only dealt with the distinction between system and lifeworld in rather 

abstract terms.  Before I go on to examine Habermas’s attempt to show how the process of 

lifeworld colonization might be controlled or reversed through discourse ethics, it is worth 

illustrating one practical application of this conceptual distinction. 

I propose to do this via a discussion of ‘juridification’ [Verrechtlichung].  Juridification 

refers to a change in the remit and quality of law.  It is characterised by the expansion of law into 

areas of life that were hitherto subject to informal resolutions, such as the family, education and 

provision of care.  As it increases its purview, law becomes increasingly ‘positive’ or formal; 

Habermas describes this as “the specialized breakdown of global statements of the legally relevant 

facts [Rechtstatbestände] into more detailed statements” (TCA 2, p.357).  As the positivity of law 

increases it becomes less open to general or non-specialist explanation.  The bureaucracy of the  

state comes intervene in areas of social life formerly governed by self-determining groups or 

individuals. 

In Between Facts and Norms, Habermas refers to juridification as the pathological form of 

modernity that is characterised by any invasion of law into areas of social life which 

disenfranchise citizens from their sense of authorship of the laws to which they are subject (BFN, 

pp.104-105/129-130).   

Of course, the case of juridification provokes traditional philosophical questions about 

whether the law should in fact be engendered by those who will be subject to it or by those best 

able to author laws, in the manner of Plato’s ‘philosopher-king’, Hobbes’ Leviathan or Rousseau’s 
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‘law-giver’.  The insistence that democratising institutions and subjecting norms to public debate 

is the only effective way to bring about change is only convincing up to a point, for the 

underlying difficulty remains with the standards of legitimacy that can be appealed to and by 

whom.  For Habermas, citizens obey the law not just because of fear of repercussion, but because 

they believe it expresses the legitimacy of their authorship.  This means that there should be an 

intimate connection between democratic self-determination and the rule of law.20 

“Rather than displaying the facticity of an arbitrary, absolutely contingent choice, 

the positivity of law expresses the legitimate will that stems a presumptively 

rational self-legislation of politically autonomous citizens.”  (BFN, p.33) 

 But in the case of juridification the system has colonized this aspect of the lifeworld:  the 

law is illegitimate.  Communicative justice depends on a shared sense of what’s right, who we are 

and what we believe.  In the lifeworld, judicial decisions remind us of our value commitments by 

enforcing our will.  But if our system of justice becomes colonized by abstract principles of 

formal law and the judicial decision rests on appeal to these principles that did not arise in the 

lifeworld.  Furthermore – and perhaps most importantly – those social domains which were 

previously structured by communicative action (family, friendships, employment, education, 

religion, etc.) come to structured by law instead, a process Habermas terms ‘de-worlding’. 

Habermas traces this form of colonization back to modernity in Europe.  With the 

fragmentation of systems of meaning that resulted from modernisation, there arise more diverse 

value systems and more specialised and complex ways of resolving issues: religious, civil, 

mercantile, bourgeois, and market-based.  We can understand modern law as a functional 

                                                           
20 This is a good example of where Habermas puts the normative weight on the exercise of autonomy.  It is worth 
noting that in classical political and legal theory agents are paradigmatically conceived of as autonomous individuals.  
One of Habermas’s major contributions to debates in these areas has been to challenge received ideas about the 
autonomy by recasting it intersubjectively. 
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solution to this problem of complexity, since a single, overarching system of legislation reduces 

the burden on localised systems of justice.  But the legitimacy of law is no longer based on 

lifeworld consensus, but technical specialisation.   In short, justice becomes juridification.   

The example of juridification is one which neatly illustrates Habermas’s conception of a 

pathological substrate of the lifeworld, but it would be incorrect to think that his view of law is 

pessimistic.  Qua juridification, law can colonize the lifeworld, resulting in a corresponding loss 

of autonomy.  Yet at the same time law remains able to lay claim to being a rational system for 

the normative regulation of social interaction (BFN, p.xlii).  Most importantly, it represents the 

best way for communicative action to regain the space of reasons back from the pathological 

lifeworld by demonstrating the connection between the potential legitimacy of statutory law and 

“the assent  [Zustimmung] of all citizens in a discursive process of legislation that in turn has been 

legally constituted” (BFN, p.110). 

 

3.5) Discourse Ethics 

In his work since Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas seems to have retreated 

from the language of social pathology, preferring to concentrate on how democratic practices can 

act as a means of counterbalance against lifeworld colonisation.  In the final section of this 

chapter I offer an analysis of Habermas’s discourse ethics, which attempts to explain the 

implications of the theory of communicative rationality for morality and for normative practices.  

Discourse ethics singles out two principles of judgement which can be used to test the 

validity of a procedure of discursive will formation.  Habermas refers to them as (U) and (D). 
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The principle of universalisation (U) holds that “for a norm to be valid, the consequences and 

side effects of its general observance for the satisfaction of each person’s particular interests must 

be acceptable to all.” (MCCA, p.197).  This means that moral decisions are valid only if those 

affected can consent to them.  All must consent in full knowledge of the consequences, and 

prefer those consequences to any other.  But (U) alone is not enough for a communicative ethics 

for two reasons.  Firstly, there are many ways to arrive at consensus, including strategic or 

instrumental action.  Furthermore, (U) need not be based on communication at all.  Each of 

Kant’s three monological formulation of the categorical imperative in Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Morals satisfies the requirements of (U).21 

It is for this reason that Habermas supplements (U) with (D).  Habermas shows 

considerable sympathy for Kantian moral philosophy, but he believes that it remains restricted by 

its adherence to the philosophy of consciousness.  (D) states that “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 disourse” (MCCA, p.66).  (D) is put forth as the idea that dialogical 

participation is essential for testing the validity of any norm.  When combined with (D), (U) 

transforms Kant’s categorical imperative into an intersubjective moral imperative by recasting it 

as a universal rule of argumentation.  

“Although Kant opts for the grammatical form of an imperative (“Act only 

according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should 

become a universal law”), his categorical imperative in fact plays the part of a 

principle of justification that discriminates between valid and invalid norms in 

terms of their universability: what every rational being must be able to will is 

justified in a moral sense.” (MCCA, p. 197) 

                                                           
21 Namely, the Formula of the Universal Law of Nature (4:421), the Formula of the End in Itself (4:428) and the 
Formula of Autonomy (4:432). Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals.  
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(U) is a strong principle in that it sets down necessary and sufficient conditions of 

rational consensus.  But it is important to note that it is not a duty, but an idealising 

presupposition which when taken together with (D) provides a formal regulation of argument 

(JA, p.56).   

One of the prevailing themes of discourse ethics is that in discourse it is the unforced 

force of the better argument that should prevail:  “argumentation insures that all concerned in 

principle take part, freely and equally, in a co-operative search for the truth, where nothing 

coerces anyone except the force of the argument” (MCCA, p. 198).  This ‘coercion’ is clearly 

meant to denote systematically distorted communication, and discourse ethics can be understood 

as the attempt to purify communication of such distortions and bring it into line with 

communicative action.  So discourse ethics can be seen to address the normative deficits of 

critical theory by showing how processes of moral argument can be rationalised.  At the same 

time, however, Habermas alludes directly to Adorno’s pessimism when he characterises discourse 

ethics as a minimal ethics which refrains from proposing solutions to moral problems (MCCA, 

pp.86/121). 

Discourse ethics contains the bold assumption that moral problems are open to rational 

argumentation whose outcome is knowledge.22  Habermas’s cognitivism holds that justifying the 

validity of moral norms can be done in a manner analogous to the justification of facts without 

assimilating morality to moral realism (MCCA, p.197).  By Habermas’s own architectonic, 

normative claims (claims to Richtigkeit) must be kept distinct from truth claims (claims to 

                                                           
22 Non-cognitivists hold that there are no moral facts, but not necessarily that moral predicates have no meaning.  
Rather, non-cognitivists think that moral statements have no truth conditions, and that when one makes a moral 
utterance they are in fact expressing attitudes, values or levels of approval.  Contemporary non-cognitivists include 
Simon Blackburn (1993) and Alan Gibbard (2002). 
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Wahrheit).  Habermas’s moral cognitivism is therefore rather different from the kind of moral 

cognitivism associated with moral realism.  I have already shown that Habermas believes the 

pragmatic nature of communication means that cognitive validity is bound up with the 

legitimacy of social action.  The validity of normative sentences remains locked into the register 

of claims to Richtigkeit from a formal-pragmatic perspective: they are matters of pragmatic 

validity and therefore not truth-apt.23 

A second important repercussion of this cognitivism is the strict separation of questions 

of morality of justice [Moralität] from substantive questions about the good or ethical life or 

what kind of values are best to have [Sittlichkeit].  Morality is a matter of justifying norms.  The 

mediating structure of substantive or ‘lived’ ethics so crucial for Hegel’s critique of Kantian moral 

theory is, for Habermas, instead limited to particular contexts and forms of life [Lebensformen].  

In short, Sittlichkeit is a matter for particular lifeworlds and cultural traditions rather than truly 

universal, intersubjective morality.  The moral point of view – which pertains to procedural 

norms – must necessarily transcend particular contexts if it is to make good on its claims to offer 

a universal form of reason.   

Drawing on the work of the legal philosopher Robert Alexy, Habermas sets out some 

examples of the normative presuppositions of practical discourse as follows (MCCA, pp. 87-88): 

(1.1) No speaker may contradict himself.  

(1.2) Every speaker who applies predicate F to object A must be prepared to 

apply F to all other objects resembling A in all relevant aspects.  

                                                           
23 Moral Cognitivism is the meta-ethical view that moral statements or utterances express propositional content. 
Moral realism entails moral cogntivism, because it necessitates ascribing predicates of truth and falsity predicates to 
moral utterances.  Such prescription is not possible without a belief in moral facts. 
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(1.3) Different speakers may not use the same expression with different 

meanings.  

Habermas does not believe that these presuppositions have in themselves ethical content; 

rather, they are logical and formal.  These rules of discourse apply when validity claims have, for 

some reason, resisted resolution and need to be assessed through communicative action.  When 

these formal dimensions have been exhausted, discourse moves to a different register which is 

concerned with the discourse itself.  Rules governing the behaviours of the arguers themselves 

then come into play. 

(2.1) Every speaker may assert only what he really believes.  

(2.2) A person who disputes a proposition or norm not under discussion must 

provide a reason for wanting to do so.  

 As Habermas notes, there is a more obvious ethical dimension to the second set of rules, 

since they are directly concerned with appropriate behaviour.  In fact, there is nothing 

particularly intersubjective about the first set of presuppositions:  one could substitute ‘thinker’ 

for ‘speaker’ and they would remain coherent (with the possible exception of presupposition 1.3).  

Note that one could be silent without compromising either of these considerations, which leaves 

Habermas open to the accusation that marginalised people could be excluded from discourse 

without contravening discourse ethics.24   

A third set of presuppositions are concerned with eradicating coercion. 

                                                           
24 It is also important to note that the very generality of these conditions can be as much of a weakness as a boon.  
Referring to ‘all relevant aspects’ (1.2) simply bypasses the issues surrounding which predicates are relevant to an 
object when presumably this is an important part of the process of argument.  Similarly, the reference to ‘different 
meanings’ (1.3) does not show how speakers might know when they have different understandings of an expression. 
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(3.1) Every subject with the competence to speak and act is allowed to take part 
in a discourse.  

(3.2)  
a. Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever.  

b. Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever into the discourse.  

c. Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires and needs.  

(3.3) No speaker may be prevented, by internal or external coercion, from 
exercising his rights as laid down in (3.1) and (3.2) 

There are two central questions arising from this presentation of discourse ethics with 

respect to the idea of social pathologies.  Firstly, is the claim that these all follow reconstructively 

from the nature of actual acts of communication justified?  Secondly, if they are justified, are 

they enough to explain the universal and obligatory nature of morality by evoking the universal 

obligations of communicative rationality?   

Bearing in mind that these principles represent idealised conditions of communication, 

my answer to the first question is affirmative.  There are some cases of the strategic use of 

language – such as wilful deception or political rhetoric – where a speaker might not wish to 

abide by them.  But as Habermas is fond of pointing out, such uses of language are parasitic on 

non-deceptive communication; they rely upon it, and so presuppose it. 

With respect to the second question, things are rather more complicated.  It’s clear that 

they contain a commitment to moral universalism, impartiality, and equality, and these seem like 

the kind of normative values that a critical theory needs to promote or embody.  But is this 

enough?  And given that these principles operate as unattainable regulative ideals, what kind of 

impact can they have on existing practices?  After all, participants in discourse are real humans 

with concrete personalities and personal experiences.  They engage in practical discourse because 
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they have reasons to.  However, discourse ethics deals only with processes, and not outcomes.  

The result is that discourse ethics is focused on justice, but in a rather restricted sense.25   

One result of the shift to ‘postmetaphysical’ thinking is ways of life, communities and 

practices can no longer be judged from without.  Instead, “ways of living are handed over to the 

responsibility of socialized individuals themselves, and can only be assessed from the standpoint 

of a participant, the element which can convince everyone is narrowed down to the procedure of 

rational will-formation itself” (AS, p.248).   

There is an obvious and general deficit in the practical application of philosophy, partly 

because philosophical problems rarely lend themselves to any sort of final or definitive solution.  

Most philosophers agree that this openness is at once philosophy’s greatest strength and its most 

taxing shortcoming.  But the problem of application is particularly acute for critical theorists, 

who abide by Marx’s famous dictum about changing the world.   

Recall that the first generation of critical theorists remained resolutely skeptical about the 

possibility of a philosophical ethics, believing that modern ethical attitudes were inextricably 

bound up with other, non-moral interests.  This may be seen as skepticism about moral 

foundationalism.  By contrast, Habermas attempts to derive the moral attitude of mutual respect 

reconstructively from the structure of communication.  It remains to be shown that the rareified 

presuppositions of discourse show that people can divorce their moral and non-moral interests in 

practice.   

I take Habermas’s move to be foundational not in the sense that its argumentative 

structure resembles first-order normative moral philosophy but in that it derives a moral 
                                                           
25 That is, ‘restricted’ in comparison with traditional philosophical treatments of justice. 
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principle (a discourse ethic) from something that is non-moral (the cognitive structure of 

communication). Or so it seems.  But can such a principle be derived from non-moral interests 

or practices?  Habermas asserts that discourse ethics is a refutation of ethical skepticism because it 

explains how moral judgements can be justified (MCCA, p.120).  But he is surely mistaken.  For 

by his own account, discourse ethics attends not to the justification of everyday moral 

judgement, but to the communicative frameworks within which procedures justification take 

place.  Similarly, he contends that (U) erects a bulwark against ethical relativism on the grounds 

that it denies that moral disagreement may be resolved by reference to the cultural values of a 

particular lifeworld.  I propose to deal with this claim at length later in the thesis. 

Even if we allow both that the basic presuppositions of communicative argument are 

indisputable (save for pragmatic self-contradiction) and that this oblique justification is about the 

most we can hope for from a philosophical ethics, there remains an outstanding problem.  

Insights into the structure of communication as essential for cognition may suggest ways in 

which we can render it more rational, but this is to little avail unless our new cognitive insights 

can be successfully translated into a motivating force for action.  

Clearly, much hangs on the idea of mutuality or symmetry which Habermas takes to be 

expressed in the speech situation.  It follows that if one can speak of mutual respect or mutual 

recognition then the other can be described as equal or identical to oneself in some basic aspects.  
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Furthermore, it must also follow that it is in reference to these similarities that agents are able to 

afford each other mutual respect, since this recognition is extended on the basis of what is held in 

common.  This idea is most commonly articulated with reference to personhood.  But the idea of 

equal treatment we find in discourse ethics is basically a philosophically limited notion of 

personhood, for its conception of the other person remains abstract.27  

 

3.6) Social Pathology and the Communication Paradigm 

Habermas’s account of social pathology is captured by the idea of the ‘colonization’ of 

the lifeworld by systems-rationality.  It is important to note that Habermas’s notion of the 

lifeworld is itself normative, and based in an anthropological account of communicative 

competence.  Habermas shows that such distortions manifest themselves at individual, social and 

cultural levels, but may be discerned at the level of intersubjective communication.  However, it 

is the reconstruction of the transcendental features of communication which provide the 

diagnostic component of the theory of communicative action, since by assessing and describing 

the systematic shortfalls between ideal language use and actually existing acts of communication 

the critical theorist is able to substantiate the claim that social pathologies may be ascertained.  

But what makes such phenomena ‘pathological’?  My suggestion is that Habermas believes that 

communication provides the basis for social activity per se.    Social pathologies affect the most 

                                                           
27 In this respect, it is intriguing that Habermas edited the English translation of the discourse principle (D) in 
Between Facts and Norms.  In Faktizität und Geltung (1991) it reads “Gültig sind genau die Handlungsnormen, 
denen alle möglicherweise Betroffenen als Teilnehmer an rationale Diskursen zustimmen könten.”  An earlier 
version of the English translation reads “Just those action norms are valid to which all those possibly affected could 
agree as participants in rational discourses”.  In the final version, the term ‘person’ has been introduced: “Just those 
action norms are valid to which all those possibly affected persons could agree as participants in rational discourses” 
(BFN, p.107 – emphasis added by RF).  As noted by Gunnar Skirbekk, “The Discourse Principle and Those 
Affected”. p.64 
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basic level of social reproduction and socialisation. For Habermas, norms which undermine or 

contravene the structure of communication effectively inhibit the autonomy of social agents 

(described in the Theory of Communicative Action as “unconscious self-deception”).  The 

predominance of systems rationality erodes the opportunities that individuals should have to 

question lifeworld practices and social norms because the reflexivity of social agents is not 

required for the system to be maintained or even expanded.  In this way, the idea of ideology 

critique is given a new formulation which is linked not to the ubiquity of instrumental 

rationality, but its cousin, systems-rationality, which can be normatively distinguished from a 

lifeworld which is governed by the autonomous preferences and actions of social agents.   Thus, 

social pathologies undermine the ability of participants to establish their own forms of social and 

political life. 

 In the following chapters, I will claim that Habermas remains dependent on the telos of 

speech to make sense of the idea that social pathologies are indeed pathological.   In the final 

chapter I will flesh out this claim by arguing that any concept of pathology requires some 

minimal accompanying notion of correct or proper function.  I will refrain from presenting my 

argument, however, until I have presented Honneth’s work, since my wider claim is that the 

problem of a postmetaphysical teleology is shared by both Habermas and Honneth.  Before I 

present Honneth’s work in Chapter Five, I will first analyse some of the philosophical problems 

raised by Habermas’s work. 
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4. Assessing the Communication Paradigm 

 

4.0) Introduction 

To preface my discussion of Honneth’s theory of recognition, I survey some of the major 

criticisms of discourse ethics.  The ambition of Habermas’s work has captured the attention of a 

wide range of critics, and it will not be possible to consider here all the diverse debates to which 

he has inspired (and responded).  However, for the purposes of showing how Honneth’s own 

development of critical theory is an attempt to overcome the perceived limitations of Habermas’s 

thought, it is important to review some of the lines of criticism which have proved most 

enduring.  I organise my discussion around the themes of the interaction between morality and 

the lifeworld (4.1), philosophical anthropology (4.2), identity and difference (4.3), and the 

relation to nature (4.4).  I show that in each of these areas there remain serious sceptical 

objections to the emancipatory claims of Habermasian critical theory.  I draw these lines of 

objection together in Section 4.5, where I argue that Habermas’s account of social pathology 

retains an unsatisfactory tension between a normative account of human nature, and the ethical 

value of consent. 

 

4.1) Morality and the Lebenswelt 

Habermas has consistently made it clear that his discursive theory of morality is resolutely 

cognitivist.  “Moral judgements,” he insists, “have cognitive content.  They represent more than 

expressions of the contingent emotions, preferences and decisions of a speaker or actor” (MCCA, 
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p.120).   He maintains that unless moral discourse had a cognitive content, there would be no 

way that social order could be maintained, since there would be no possibility of coming to 

agreements about values.  The discourse principle (D) expresses only a nonspecific, putatively 

impartial sense of normative validity, and Habermas relies on the moral intuitions of lifeworld 

actors to provide the content of normative consensus.  This is consistent with moral cognitivism 

more generally construed; cognitivist moral theories are adequate to the extent that they can 

account for, explain and rationalise our moral intuitions.  Following Hegel, Habermas performs 

a strict conceptual division between moral and ethical discourse.  Moral discourse is supposed to 

refer to universal or trans-cultural questions (such as human rights) while ethical discourse is 

always concerned with a particular tradition or way of life (such as conventions surrounding 

marriage).  Ethical questions have a much stronger association with particular lifeworlds.  Quite 

where the meeting point between the realm of intersubjective moral discourse and the ethical 

contexts of lifeworlds is to be found is not always made sufficiently clear by Habermas. 

This point can be elaborated with reference to the kind of reasons that people might 

appeal to in moral discourse.  Harald Grimen has suggested that the cognitivist elements of 

Habermas’s discourse theory should be separated out into its ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ components.  

The ‘strong’ version – which Grimen takes to be the version endorsed by Habermas – involves 

participants (or potential participants) accepting conclusions for the same reasons; that is, reasons 

that apply equally to all.  The ‘weak’ version is also based upon consensus, but does not require 

that participants agree for the same reasons.1  Social action, even if based on ‘weak’ consensus, 

                                                           

1 Grimen invites us to consider a situation where agents A, B and C agree might agree that a norm is valid, but 

potentially for different reasons.  If they agree about decisive reasons, then they fit Habermas’s idea of rational 

consensus.  If they have different decisive reasons, they might still share supportive reasons.  But it’s possible that 

they share no reasons, yet share consensus.  Grimen cites both selective and general abortion as examples where 

consensus can conceal radical disagreement.  Harald Grimen, “Consensus and Normative Validity.” pp.53-54  
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seems to fulfil the cognitivist demands made of it, yet any resulting social action need not follow 

from mutual understanding as Habermas takes it.  It does not seem, therefore, that consensus 

need express the kind of binding normativity that Habermas attributes to it.  Indeed, as 

Habermas himself notes in various places, the empirical fact of consensus is no indication of the 

rightness of a norm.  More seriously, from the perspective of critical theory rather than political 

philosophy, we have no reason to expect the moral intuitions of those living in pathological 

lifeworlds to be reliable at all.   

Nonetheless, he argues that the common cognitive structure of language allows him to 

advance the claim that the formal-procedural approach of discourse ethics can act as a safeguard 

against arbitrary or relativistic instantiation.  As we saw in the previous chapter, the principle of 

discourse (D) stated that “only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with 

the approval of all those affected” (BFN, p.107).  Though the parenthetical phrase ‘or could 

meet’ seems rather innocuous at first glance, it conceals a difficult problem for Habermas.  For it 

entails the suggestion that participants in discourse are able to function as surrogates for those 

not present.  (It would clearly be absurd to expect everybody to take part in actual discussions 

about all matters affecting them and, in any case, Habermas does not claim that this is possible.)  

But interlocutors need to be able to advocate courses of action that others would find acceptable, 

and they can only do this on the basis of taking their viewpoints into consideration.  This 

assumes a certain symmetry between first and second person perspectives.  For if I am to be able 

to consider the viewpoints of my fellow members of society I must in some respects be able to 

relate to them as I relate to myself, to put myself in their shoes and understand their aspirations, 

motivations, reasons for beliefs, values and actions.  If I can claim to understand their 

preferences, motivations, desires, and needs, I must be able to demonstrate that these are 
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scrutable to me, just like my understanding of myself.  Furthermore, if you and I must decide 

what in principle third parties could agree to then this involves taking the perspective of a third 

person. 

It seems that discourse ethics requires such a possibility is if is to justify its parenthetical 

clause.  If one does not allow for the possibility of successfully anticipating the needs of others 

then the discourse ethic becomes in principle unrealisable.  Let us allow for the moment that 

such knowledge is possible, and that we can see things from the perspectives of others. 

If we can really be successful in taking up these perspectives, then it is not clear what level 

of importance we should attribute to the act of communication itself.  Habermas often suggests 

that our understanding of human needs is something that is developed throughout socialisation 

and hence regulated by the rules of linguistic communication.  Once we are capable of 

perspective-taking, however, it is not clear the intersubjective dimension is still needed. 

If it is possible to anticipate the positions of others to any reasonable degree, then it is 

unclear why one cannot simply rely on a more typically Kantian categorical imperative to provide 

a basis for morality as universal duty.  Kant’s transcendental idealism is foundational in that the 

transcendental subject functions as the locus of the conditions of possibility of experience; it need 

rely on nothing outside or beyond itself, so to speak.  It can establish the validity of its own 

experiences monologically since the conditions of their possibility lie within the categories of 

pure consciousness.  By contrast, Habermas’s construal of validity as rational acceptability cannot 

simply be endorsed from any individual perspective. 2 

                                                           

2 Perhaps in response to this problem, later versions of Habermas’s discourse ethics introduce a reference to 

‘identities’ rather than needs.  However, the element of interpersonal difference to which this refers suggests that we 
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The conditions of possibility that are immanent in language are of a different restriction.  

In the corresponding appropriation of practical reason, Habermas is keen to stress the features of 

(D) that guarantee respect for autonomous agency.  But there is an imbalance here.  Kant 

assumed that in principle each mature, reflective individual, guided by the categorical imperative, 

could reach the same conclusions about what duty requires. This assumption has long been 

recognised as problematic, but in pluralistic and multicultural settings it can be seen as entirely 

untenable.   

Since the intersubjective validity of claims to truth, truthfulness and sincerity depend 

upon the background consensus of actors in the lifeworld, it is not clear that we could ever 

guarantee that any existing norm is valid, since it would only refer back to the accounts of 

acceptability raised by more-or-less imperfect subjects living under conditions of social 

pathology.  In the case of ethical [ethischen] questions in particular, we seem to face something of 

a Euthyphrean dilemma:  it remains quite unclear whether rational consensus constitutes the 

validity of a norm, or follows from it.  The principle of univeralisation (U) states that only those 

norms are valid which could in principle be agreed to by those affected under ideal conditions of 

discourse.  But this assumes that individual and group interests articulate (D) in terms of reasons 

that can be universalised, shared or exchanged.  Correspondingly, in order to achieve mutual 

understanding about the validity of a norm, participants must have interests that can be 

universalised, shared or exchanged.  Such interests would undoubtedly be common interests:  as 

Habermas puts it, “one can universalize precisely those norms that can count on universal assent 

because they perceptibly embody an interest common to all affected” (MCCA, p.65).  Of course, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

can have not only a general sense of the reasonable expectations of others, but that we can anticipate the kinds of 

choices we would make if we were other people.  This effectively disrupts the anticipation of consensus even further. 



Page | 99  

 

in practice, individuals do not consult every other possibly affected person, but must anticipate 

the needs of others and arrive at judgements about the validity of a norm of action.  This seems 

to suggest not only that we need to be able to make a number of basic assumptions about other 

people, but that these anthropological features are in some way in and of themselves morally 

important (or at least worthy of moral consideration).3   

Discourse ethics is based on a claim that Habermas admits is “outrageously strong” (AS, 

p.201), namely that the universal core of moral intuition articulated by discourse ethics is 

relevant to all forms of life, since all labour and interaction is co-ordinated by communication.  

As the ideas of justice, equality, and solidarity are implicit in communicative action, so 

Habermas claims, they are implicit in all forms of human life.  What this seems to overlook is 

that, even if such principles are immanent in this way, lifeworlds often fail to provide the kind of 

resources that are needed to resolve the issues that arise within them.  If communicative 

rationality had no other goal than defending a certain kind of linguistic proceduralism in liberal 

democracies, then this might not carry much sting.  But it is concerned with the rationality of 

social interaction as a whole, and discourse ethics relies on empirical social actors to provide the 

substance of ethical and political practices in the form of their basic moral attitudes.  As Peter 

Dews has noted, even sympathetic interpreters of Habermas have remarked upon his failure to 

provide a convincing philosophical account of those moral intuitions that do much of the 

normative work in his theory.4   

                                                           

3 This recalls Habermas’s claims from Knowledge and Human Interests, where the norms of instrumental, 

hermeneutic and emancipatory reason have a binding normative effect on us because of our anthropological 

constitution.  See §2.3. 

4 Peter Dews, “Agreeing What’s Right: Review of Faktizität Und Geltung by Jürgen Habermas.” p.311 
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The regulative ideal governing the communicative paradigm is the public and uncoerced 

force of the better argument, represented in the “discursive principle (D), according to which 

only those norms can claim validity that could meet with the agreement of all those concerned in 

their capacity as participants in a rational discourse” (IO, pp.33-4).  Habermas presents this as 

the foremost principle of any intersubjective morality.  As we have noted, it is conceived in such 

a way as to recover the legitimacy of the lifeworld from the system and address the social 

pathologies discussed in section 3.3 by improving the quality of social interaction.  Habermas 

believes that, if applied consistently, this principle can bring societies in line with their own 

rational potential.  Discourse ethics is supposed to be able to provide a basis for the ethical 

interests arising from communicative the lifeworld.   

The worry that actually existing communication fails to meet the parameters of 

communicative action needn’t be a fatal objection, since, as we have seen, it is the very presence 

of impoverished dialogue and ‘illegitimate’ consensus that provides Habermas with his diagnostic 

register.  Habermas has consistently insisted on the need for processes of deliberation to ensure 

the normative legitimacy of political consensus (BFN, pp. 254, 450).  But should we be 

convinced that deliberative democracy could ever be adequate to the demands Habermas makes 

of it?   

One misconception about Habermas’s work that was widespread during the 1980s was 

that Habermas relied upon a fallacious notion of free and equal discourse, and wanted society to 

be restructured like a modern Athenian debating chamber.  He was, of course, never committed 

to such a view: his own critical theory in fact depends upon the existence of failed or distorted 

communication as a diagnostic measure.   Most serious objections to discursive democracy 
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surround its practical viability, and contend that modern civil society is simply too complex to be 

organised like a grand forum.  Habermas’s notion of the accessible public sphere is designed to 

show that members of a discourse should have equal status, and when they do not this can be 

identified as unjust.  But how such a claim to justice is to be realised in the lifeworld remains 

unclear.  For we have reason to be sceptical about the emancipatory potential of communicative 

action if the form of mutual recognition implied by the cognitive structure of speech could never 

be realised in an equivalent and viable political form.5 

Maeve Cooke has raised an interesting question in respect of this issue.  The source of 

context-transcending validity in the theory of communicative action, according to Cooke, is the 

ideal speech situation.6  What happens in empirical practices can be criticized against the 

idealisations projected by the ideal speech situation, which acts as a kind of reconstructive 

yardstick against which the transparency or fairness of the speech acts in question may be 

evaluated.  Cooke objects, however, that Habermas cannot ground the requisite idealisations in 

universal features of language.  Rather, “certain of these idealizations orient communicative 

practices only in certain sociocultural contexts, as a result of certain historical developments”.7   

Remember that Habermas’s claim to universalism is based in both the linguistic and 

pragmatic aspects of communication.  Habermas credits pragmatists in the American tradition 

like Mead and Dewey with emphasising the “unifying, consensus-creating power of reason” over 

                                                           

5 William Scheuermann, “Between Radicalism and Resignation: Democratic Theory in Habermas’s Between Facts 
and Norms”. pp.168-175 

6 In his later work, Habermas responds to accusation that the regulative ideal of the ideal speech situation conceals a 

form of linguistic idealism by  recasting it .  This is not as much of a retreat as it might seem – Habermas had 

described the ideal speech situation as a “transcendental illusion” as early as 1973.  However, the features of the ideal 

speech situation are closely replicated in the principles (U) and (D).  As a result, criticism of the ideal speech 

situation remains relevant. 

7 Maeve Cooke, Re-Presenting the Good Society. p.51 
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and against traditional religious forms of social integration.8  He also praises Mead’s unfinished 

attempt to replace the philosophy of consciousness with the intersubjectivity of communicative 

rationality (TCA 2, pp.3-10/14-15/22-25).  According to Habermas, Mead underplayed the 

importance of rationally motivated agreement in his theory of social integration but nonetheless 

attempted to replace religiously inspired forms of social integration with normative consensus.  

But as Robert J. Antonio has argued, this emphasis on formal moral universalism and 

evolutionary normative justification is at odds with some of the most deeply held tenets of 

Mead’s pragmatism.  For Mead’s aim was not so much to provide an alternative footing for this 

form of social integration, but to move to form of democracy which is  agonistic (and more 

radically secular than the Durkheimian notion of ‘civil religion’ which Habermas suffuses into 

Mead).9  Though Antonio does not put the point in these terms, we can also see this as a tension 

apparent in Habermas’s attempt to appropriate Mead’s naturalism while arguing for the 

transcendental basis of communicative action.  Even if the structure of communication has 

certain universal cognitive features, it does not follow from this that lifeworld communities have 

equivalent universal features.  Thus, the grounds for settling concrete issues need not be settled 

with reference to ‘reasons in general’ or ‘the good in general’ at all.  This is why pragmatists 

tended to emphasise practical activity over and above ethical universalism.  The pragmatist 

account of social integration upon which he relies continues to remains dependent on the 

capacity to share attitudes with concrete others and not the capacity for consensus. 

                                                           

8 Jürgen Habermas, “Questions and Counterquestions” in Richard Bernstein (ed.)Habermas and Modernity. p.197 

9 Robert J. Antonio, “The Normative Foundations of Emancipatory Theory:  Evolutionary Versus Pragmatic 

Perspectives.” pp.736-737 
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Habermas’s conception of intersubjectivity and the antagonism between system and 

lifeworld are potentially powerful theoretical advances. But sometimes Habermas erroneously 

speaks as if the opposition between communicative action and strategic action had the force of 

the Marxist distinction between concrete and abstract labour, but on an even wider scale (PDM, 

p.402-403).  At other times, he  speaks as if the distinction between lifeworld and system had 

contained a force equivalent to the dialectical contradiction between social relations and 

productive forces, but purified of assumptions governing both the anthropology of labour that 

are found in classical historical materialism.  The normative ideal of ‘undistorted’ social 

interaction runs throughout the theory of communicative action has a kind of originary, 

primordial or genetic force.  It serves as the basis for all forms of social organisation, normal and 

pathological, and applies equally to all human society.10  As we have seen, it is the very 

universality of this contention that supports Habermas’s claim to have shown a way of escaping 

moral relativism. 

At the heart of this is the idea that we can have a model of an intersubjectivity which may 

be understood purely in terms of its cognitive dimensions.  But co-identifying cognition and 

subjectivity comes at the cost of allowing other dimensions of human nature to be seen as 

relatively insignificant, or of little relevance to normativity.  In respect of this, the systems-

theoretic aspects of Habermas’s theory might be seen as having been too successful in the process 

of ‘purifying’ rational interaction, with the result that the moral motivations, feelings and ideals 

of Habermasian moral subjects remain unaccounted for. 

 

                                                           

10 Habermas believes that, although our linguistic and cognitive capacities are the product of human evolution, they 

are a feature – possibly even the defining feature – shared by all members of the species.   
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4.2) Philosophical Anthropology 

We can expand the point by drawing an analogy between Habermas and Kant.  For 

Kant, a motive for action is pathological (rather than moral) if it arises from ‘contingent’ or 

‘extrinsic’ motivation, something we are essentially passive in the face of.  Kant argues that we 

rarely act morally – that is, in accordance with the rationality of the moral law – because we act 

on the basis of our psychological motivations:  what Kant refers to as our sensuous, pathological 

inclinations (CPR, A 802 / B 830).  So, according to Kant, a motive is pathological if it cannot 

be commanded by reason.  Any maxims which are based in such subjective feeling may co-incide 

with the moral law, but the impelling force remains the moral law itself.  It is for this reason that 

Kant thinks that actions performed out of mere pity or sympathy, for example, in themselves lack 

moral worth.11   

Kant does in places intimate that moral feelings can sometimes coincide with respect for 

duty, and that as a result it can reinforce virtue in the form of habit.12  But he maintains that no 

feelings are in themselves morally important, and more often than not they distract us from the 

morally correct action.  Kant’s attempt to disassociate ethics from moral psychology and natural 

                                                           

11 Romantic love is another example of a ‘pathological’ motivation, in that one cannot rationally choose the objects 
of one’s desire.  Similarly, acting out of a sense of reward in heaven or fear of God is indicative of desire rather than 

reason:  Kant describes the desire to please God as “a servile and pathological urge”.  Under Kant’s characterisation, 

pathology refers to the preponderance of feelings over reason.  In all of these cases, one can have a fully fledged 

rational cognition of what kind of action to take, but this recognition may be diminished by the onset of an 

emotional or pathological effect, and reason fails to realise itself in action. 

12 Cf. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals (4:399/ 457) and Critique of Practical Reason (5:73-

76). 
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impulses was criticised by Hegel, who famously claimed that Kant that the categorical imperative 

reduces the moral standpoint to an “empty formalism”.13   

I shall say more about Hegel’s critique of Kant and its relevance for modern critical 

theory in due course.  Hegel’s critique is representative of a wider Romantic reaction to Kant in 

German Idealism, which saw an antinomy in Kant’s thought between the promptings of nature 

and the demands of reason.  From the perspective of romanticism, the ‘objectivity’ of 

philosophical analysis threatens to falsify reality by treating it as a series of discrete entities which 

are capable of being fully disclosed.  Whether or not Kant’s insistence upon the rational basis of 

morality is justified is a question that I do not propose to answer here.  But what is evident is that 

some of the key anthropological assumptions informing the Hegelian-Marxist tradition right 

through to Frankfurt School are jettisoned by Habermas, and one worry is that, like Kant, he 

overlooks the importance of the sensuous, embodied aspects of subjectivity.  Agnes Heller has 

summarised this concern as follows:  

 “[Habermas] completely neglects the ‘romantic’ features of Marx, the same ones 

which have been heavily exploited by Adorno and still more by Marcuse [...] The 

sensuous, the needing, the feeling human being never ceased to be one of his 

main concerns.  Habermasian man has, however, no body, no feelings; the 

‘structure of personality’ is identified with cognition, language and interaction 

                                                           

13 Hegel’s critique of Kantian morality is summarised in the Philosophy of Right:  “However essential it may be to 

emphasise the pure and unconditional self-determination of the will as the root of duty - for knowledge of the will 

first gained a firm foundation and point of departure in the philosophy of Kant, through the thought of its infinite 

autonomy - to cling on to a merely moral point of view without making the transition to the concept of ethics 

reduces this gain to an empty formalism... From this standpoint, no immanent doctrine of duties is possible. One 

may indeed bring in material from outside and thereby arrive at particular duties, but it is impossible to make the 
transition to the determination of particular duties from the above determination of duty as absence of contradiction, 

as formal correspondence with itself, which is no different from the specification of abstract indeterminacy; and even if 

such a particular content for action is taken into consideration, there is no criterion within that principle for 

deciding whether or not this content is a duty... A contradiction must be a contradiction with something, that is, 

with a content which is already fundamentally present as an established principle. Only to a principle does an action 

stand in a relation of agreement or contradiction. But if a duty is to be willed merely as a duty and not because of its 

content, it is a formal identity which necessarily excludes every content and determination” (PR, §135R).   
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[...] one gets the impression that the good life consists solely of rational 

communication and that needs can be argued for without being felt.”14  

Of course, the important point is not whether or not Habermas somehow betrays the 

Hegelian tradition, but whether this development has serious implications for his own project. 

Despite his apparent Kantianism, Habermas cannot fairly be accused of this kind of such a 

wholesale dismissal of the value of human experience.  Yet without a more complete account of 

the genesis and constitution of moral motivation, it is difficult to see how the deontological 

demands of discourse ethics relate to the kind of bodily feelings that inform our everyday moral 

perspectives. 

Remember that it is the very poverty of lifeworld practices when the communicative 

substance of the lifeworld is eroded by money and power that Habermas hopes to draw attention 

to.  Without an anthropology or expanded account of subjectivity which shows what the 

appropriate relationship between our feelings and judgements should be – meaning what they 

would be like in a social life which was normal or well-adjusted – the intuitions of lifeworld 

agents remain unreliable.  As such, they are a troubling hostage to fortune. 

The sociologist William Outwaite has offered one possible line of defence.  It might be 

countered, he suggests, that these sort of Romantic accounts of ‘sensuous’ or embodied 

subjectivity are too tightly bound up in a notion of philosophy too speculative and metaphysical 

to be adequate for the needs of a truly critical theory.16  That is, that the kind of metaphysical 

assumptions one would have to defend in order to make the case that the intuitions of lifeworld 

                                                           

14 Agnes Heller, “Habermas and Marxism” in Habermas: Critical Debates, p.22 

16 William Outhwaite, Habermas. p.153 
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agents reflected a moral truth or species ethics philosophically – that is, not through 

communicative action – would simply be guilty of adhering to an outmoded philosophy of 

subjectivity.  Furthermore, by constraining ourselves to our already existing moral intuitions we 

inhibit our ability to think truly otherwise, to think critically.  Outhwaite undoubtedly takes his 

lead from the early Frankfurt School critique of metaphysics, which stigmatises any ontology 

which presents itself as neutral, universal and unchanging.  Any methodological presupposition 

that takes itself as universally valid effectively propounds a particular ontology dogmatically, and 

neglects the importance of human history in creating values.  Such metaphysics would “absolve 

the given world” by “connecting it to a meaningful structure of being which is said to exist 

independent of historical changes”.17 

But what Outhwaite overlooks is that these critical accounts of the role of metaphysics 

centre upon the methodological a priori, and do not amount to a rejection of any account of 

subjectivity which emphasises human feeling.  As Jay Bernstein points out, Adorno’s conception 

of the good, as generating the ethical demand, always comes down on the side of the non-

identical, or what he refers to as ‘sensuous particularity’. His favoured example is the body in 

pain which, he maintains, calls for our compassion and healing, where “compassion immediately 

figures the integrity of the body, its freedom from pain and suffering, as of value”.18  

Nonetheless, the obvious danger with insisting on the normative importance of 

anthropological features is that many of our violent, anti-social or otherwise ill-spirited forms of 

behaviour seem to be just as ‘natural’ as the urge to relieve suffering or do one’s duty.  For 

                                                           

17 Horkheimer, quoted in Arato, A., and E. Gebhardt, eds. The Essential Frankfurt School Reader. pp.373-374 

18 J. M. Bernstein, Adorno:  Disenchantment and Ethics. p.406 
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example, if morality is in fact reducible to natural impulses then we have no way of establishing 

that it is any more rational or praiseworthy to prevent suffering than to cause it.  Such a position 

hardly seems compatible with the idea of a normative critique of society.   

Two avenues of response seem to be open from here.  One strategy would be to deny that 

morality is reducible to ‘natural’ impulses at all (as Kant, for example, does).  The Kantian might 

argue that it is duty and rational autonomy that is the basis of morality, and the empirical fact of 

sympathy or feeling is simply a co-incidence that may or may not make it easier to do the right 

thing.  This is a view which has had (and continues to have) many adherents.  However, 

Habermas questions and ultimately rejects the Kantian moral system because of its monological 

account of rationality.19  To preserve the idea that moral values are intimately linked with social 

interaction, Habermas would need to retain this problematic connection between sentiment and 

moral autonomy as second nature.  This line of reasoning seems to return us to dependence on 

the unreliable sentiments of lifeworld actors living under conditions of social pathology.20   

Alternatively, one could argue that, ceteris parabus, no reasonable philosophical 

anthropology could consider the urge to murder somebody and the urge to save their life as 

sentiments that are of equivalent moral worth.  A sufficiently sophisticated conception of human 

nature would surely reflect the fact that people generally disapprove of murder and generally 

approve of saving lives, and that our reflexive evaluations of our simple moral feelings are also a 

part of our moral psychology.  Therefore one strategy – which is adopted by Honneth, rather 

                                                           

19 Basically, Habermas rejects Kant’s position on the grounds that it is subjective rather than intersubjective.  The 
fairness of this rejection might be questioned on the grounds that Kant’s categorical imperative necessarily demands 

that social actors take into account the perspectives of others through the principle of universalisation.  The crucial 

point of difference is that Kant believes that an individual has sufficient resources to rationally evaluate the moral 

value of his or her action irrespective of their interactions with others. 
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than Habermas – would be to develop an anthropology which is sophisticated and nuanced 

enough to provide normative content without the need for consensus. 

It is intriguing that Habermas seems to be committed to the view that social conditions 

could never be bad enough to completely extinguish the kernel of moral feeling, that there is 

something about human rationality which keeps the possibility of productive critique alive.  The 

idea that people’s moral sentiments are basically good raises certain interesting questions about the 

precise nature and effect of social pathologies.  It suggests, perhaps most importantly, that no 

social pathology could be so debilitating as to prevent individuals from questioning their social 

circumstances.  Such a view is markedly optimistic when compared to the earlier Frankfurt 

School or even Marx.  I propose to leave this question open until my discussion of social 

pathology in the final chapter.  But for now it seems that any categories which are important for 

any ethically motivated critique of society (justice, rightess, goodness, etc.) can scarcely be 

derived from discourse ethics alone, and must appeal to some other feature of human nature.  As 

we will see below (§ 4.4), Habermas’s recent writings on bioethics provide more evidence to 

support the view that there is a deeply problematic tension in this aspect of his thought. 
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4.3) Pluralism, Identity and Difference 

One of the most important ideas supporting the political applications of Habermas’s 

theory is the idea of a self-sustaining, democratic and deliberative public sphere.  The political 

theorist Nancy Fraser has pointed out that Habermas’s work fails to break with the liberal 

conception of the public sphere in terms of an analytical separation between the principles of the 

public and the private domain.  While Fraser’s position overlooks the more general claims that 

Habermas makes about the relationship between communication and social reproduction in 

Theory of Communicative Action, this is indicative of a worry that has been raised by other writers.   

There are not worries without foundation.  Even if the bourgeois public sphere from which 

Habermas’s deliberative account of democracy draws much inspiration ever existed, it has since 

become wildly fragmented.  As we have already seen, Habermas relies upon the idea of public 

consensus to guarantee the (at least potential) normative validity of law and morality.  Identifying 

a range of ‘alternative’ public spheres on different axes such as class, gender, power and 

profession, Fraser convincingly suggests that the notion of the public sphere is de facto a 

multitude of different publics. 21   

Many philosophers and political theorists largely sympathetic to Habermas have 

questioned how successfully his consensus based approach to public debate can account for the 

plurality of interests and lifeworld traditions.22 Lifeworld traditions are not neatly self contained, 

                                                           

21 Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy.” 

p.123 

22 See the introduction to René von Schomberg and Kenneth Baynes, eds. Discourse and Democracy.  Essays on 

Habermas’s ‘Between Facts and Norms’ for a panoramic account of the problem of political pluralism faced by 

Habermas. 
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and often do not have the same levels of access to the mediums of public debate.  Similarly, it is 

difficult to see how actors can take up the perspectives of others if they have no knowledge of 

them.23   Even one of Habermas’s most supportive commentators, Thomas McCarthy, has 

expressed doubts about the ability of discourse ethics to accommodate value pluralism.  It is far, 

from evident, he suggests, that minorities can convince majorities to entertain their interests, 

even in deliberative democracies which seem to work relatively well.24  Habermas’s model of a 

discourse community is organised like a scientific community or convergence of academics who 

will change their views according to the best evidence available (and who probably have generally 

good reasons for holding the views that they do in the first place).   

Social life differs from this theoretical community of scholars in at least two important 

respects.  Firstly, not all social actors are committed to a shared framework for understanding the 

matters at hand, less so one that is fundamentally rational and organised around evidence.  

Secondly, the contextual backgrounds of social actors can diverge wildly compared to the 

homogeneity of researchers, who are typically from similar socio-economic backgrounds. 

 These kinds of concerns can be also expressed in a more political register.  Habermas has 

often defended the tradition of liberal democracy as one of the gains of the Enlightenment that 

must be preserved, and argues that deliberation is driven by the search for truth and validity in 

the form of universal norms.  In principle, democracy, like discourse ethics, treats everyone as 

deserving of equal respect as an autonomous moral agent with a distinct point of view.  Yet the 

liberal tradition is not quite as accommodating as it might first seem.   

                                                           

23 James Bohman, Public Deliberation - Pluralism, Complexity and Democracy. p.105 

24 Thomas McCarthy, “Practical Discourse: On the Relation of Morality to Politics.” pp.64-65 
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Liberal democracy tends to accommodate value pluralism only as far as those conceptions 

of the good (or good life) that do not share the liberal commitment to autonomy are excluded 

from serious public debate.  Margaret Kohn has suggested that when deliberative democracy is 

placed at the heart of political theory it presents itself as a neutral and impartial medium for the 

interests of groups and individuals, but effectively privileges those parties who benefit the most 

from the status quo.  Advocates of deliberative democracy, she suggests, ignore or downplay the 

importance of mobilisation, collective action and authority for modern democratic politics.25  

James Bohman has raised similar worries in respect of the political consequences of the 

Habermasian emphasis on language.  He suggests that communicatively-structured forms of 

political inequality are effectively partisan:  “Such norms may include the official language of 

political deliberation, which may favor particular ethnic groups; the formal style of public 

discourse, which may favor a particular class; or styles of political communication, which may 

reinforce a particular gender-based interpretation of the public/private distinction... In these cases 

persons with grievances cannot participate effectively, since they cannot alter the common 

framework for discussion.”26 Bohman’s own account of political disclosure – which is heavily 

influenced by poststructuralism – encompasses irony, personal narrative, inventiveness, 

theatricality, performance and emphasises agonic dislocation and disruption rather than rational 

consensus.  Both Kohn and Bohman highlight different aspects of social groups and social 

interaction which can be understood as excluded from a linguistic discourse ethics. 

Seyla Benhabib’s extensive study of the foundations of critical theory concludes with a 

similar criticism.  Although broadly sympathetic to Habermas she argues that the discourse ethic 

                                                           

25 Margaret Kohn,  “Language, Power and Persuasion:  Towards a Critique of Deliberative Democracy.” pp.424-426 

26 James Bohman, Public Deliberation - Pluralism, Complexity and Democracy.  pp.116-117 
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of rational argumentation is effectively a product of a certain secular tradition in Western 

thought, and cannot be unproblematically applied to non-Western cultures without a more 

“non-evaluative mode of hermeneutical understanding”.27 This amounts to allowing a greater 

concession to the actually existing “concrete other” than the generalised other presupposed in 

speech situations.  This amounts to denying the “complete reversibility” of the perspective of 

argumentation (MCCA, p.121). 

In response to this problem of cultural difference, I have sympathy for Jean Cohen’s 

suggestion that discourse ethics is perhaps best defended as an ethics of public discourse in 

respect of democratic legitimacy, and not a general theory of morality.28  It is probably true that 

Habermas’s discourse ethic provides an effective normative basis for public debate, designed as it 

is to eradicate both deception and self-deception.  But this is entirely separate from its adequacy 

for critical theory.   

Even though Habermas attempts to address the shortfall between ‘morality’ and ‘ethics’ 

in Between Facts and Norms by acknowledging the cognitive ‘indeterminacy’ that accompanies 

difficult moral decisions, one is left with the sense that the emancipatory aims of his work have 

been revised dramatically downwards.  Given the clearly therapeutic aspirations of his work, 

Habermas’s admission that emancipation leads to increased independence and not necessarily to 

human well-being or happiness is striking (BFN, p.107).  For the transcendental-pragmatic 

claims of Habermas’s critical theory are only justified if it shows fidelity to the basic human 

                                                           

27 Seyla Benhabib, Critique, Norm and Utopia:  A Study of the Foundations of Critical Theory.  pp.272-274/340-343 

28 Jean Cohen, “Discourse Ethics and Civil Society.” p.86 
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interest in emancipation.  If all human beings organise themselves for pragmatic reasons, they 

must at some level have their own well-being or some other form of praxis as a valued goal.29   

To some extent, this can explain the interchangability of reasons upon which Habermas 

relies.  There is no reason to think that background conceptions of well-being need be correct, 

homogenous, or even similar.  Yet the idea that social actors can reach consensus rests in turn 

upon the conviction that they can identify and understand their true needs, or at least those 

needs which overlap.  Given the preceding account of social pathology as anomie and loss of 

meaning, however, we seem to have reason to be sceptical about this as a practical possibility.  

On the other hand, if we assume that individuals are basically able to exercise this kind of 

autonomy then it is entirely plausible.  This kind of relatively transparent, autonomous 

subjectivity is one of the core methodological assumptions of much political philosophy in the 

analytic tradition.  It is perhaps for this reason that many now see Habermas as a fairly orthodox 

defender of liberalism and deliberative democracy.30 

 

4.4) Nature 

Habermas is at his most inflexibly Kantian when he tackles humanity’s relationship with 

nature.  For Habermas there is a fundamental distinction between the social and natural worlds 

in terms of the objectivity of knowledge and the justification of practices (TP, pp.142-169).  

This division is somewhat forced upon Habermas by his account of validity.  By indexing the 

                                                           

29 Rüdiger Bubner, “Habermas’s Concept of Critical Theory.” pp. 54-55 

30 Habermas himself has noted that his later work has more in common with normative political philosophy than 

critical theory.  However, as I stated in the introduction, my interest is primarily with the extent to which 

Habermas’s thought forms the basis of a convincing critical theory.   
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validity of truth claims about the natural world (claims to Wahrheit) against consensus in 

scientific discourse and the validity of normative claims (claims to Richtigkeit) to social 

consensus, he erects a fact/value distinction.  Since scientific discourses are increasingly 

specialised, there is no reason to expect those everyday communicators who make up a lifeworld 

community to be able to translate their experience of the natural world into a form common to 

the scientific form of knowledge which generates factual validity.   There is no reason to think 

that non-linguistic entities – or even environments themselves – are in themselves morally 

valuable.  Habermas conceded the force of this objection, writing that “with these living creatures 

who are indeed affected by the normatively regulated, morally relevant behaviour of humans, 

who could not, even counterfactually, step out of the position of those affected and take up the 

role of participants in discourses – nature in itself would come into view in a certain way, and not 

only the nature instrumentalized by us”.31 

Habermas is in the curious position of having to rely on basic lifeworld moral intuitions 

about what is good for a particular being to provide the substance of legitimate norms while at 

the same time denying that such intuitions are in and of themselves morally valuable.  Any value 

in norms is derived from the validity of those linguistic procedures that formed them as norms.  

We might arrive at a norm forbidding torture which is based in our understanding about our 

physiology and aversion to pain.  But the rational beings of Alpha Centauri do not feel pain, they 

may arrive at a very different set of norms, but this simply reflects their alternative constitution 

and embodiment.  The normative aspect to this, according to Habermas, will be the procedural 

                                                           

31 Jurgen Habermas, “A Reply to My Critics”. p.247 
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validation of these norms and not their relationship to natural embodiment.  Yet these forms of 

embodiment are themselves the basis for consensus:  so why aren’t they important in themselves? 

A handful of prominent commentators – including Dryzek, Vogel and Whitebrook – 

have attempted to find a normative role for nature within critical theory.  Whitebrook argues 

that the relationship to nature is a useful barometer of social rationality, since any society that 

was truly rational surely would not countenance technologies and practices that threatened to 

undermine the very lifeworld itself.32  Vogel has argued that Habermas’s strict dualism between 

the social and natural must be overcome, and discourse ethics must develop to accommodate the 

natural world.  What this amounts to is not the overcoming of Habermas’s apparent 

anthropocentrism: Vogel concedes that a discourse ethic will ultimately have to found itself on 

the idea that value can only be determined by humans.  He observes that it does not follow from 

this that humans will necessarily arrive at such values as reflect their self-interest or species 

interest, but concedes that in the end it’s largely going to be left to chance.33  Dryzek also argues 

that discourse ethics should be extended to include non-linguistic beings in its understanding of 

communicative relationships.34  But Dryzek overlooks the extent to which Habermas’s discourse 

ethics is resolutely cognitivistic.  Animals – and even plants – may be expressive and responsive to 

other creatures, but this is not communication in Habermas’s sense.  Animals can reveal mental 

states through body language, bearing, facial expression and even utterances.  Many creatures act 

                                                           

32 Joel Whitebrook, “The Problem of Nature in Habermas.” pp. 41-69. 

33 Steven Vogel,  Against Nature:  The Concept of Nature in Critical Theory. pp.164-165 

34 John S. Dryzek, “Green Reason:  Communicative Ethics for the Biosphere.” pp.204-210 
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instrumentally if they ‘act’ at all, and some even act strategically.35  But, crucially, they remain 

incapable of raising or responding to validity claims, which can only be raised in language.  The 

worry is that there is a strongly anthropocentric element to Habermas’s thought which prevents 

him from theorising any sort of non-instrumental relationship to external nature. 

Habermas remains largely recalcitrant.  Indeed, the strong divide in his work between a 

discourse ethics and moral intuition is a problem that is never really resolved.  Even if we 

discount the idea that non-humans have interests on the grounds that this is contentious, we still 

have a host of human cases, such as infants, the severely disabled, and those being kept alive 

artificially.  However, in his recent writings in The Future of Human Nature on eugenics and 

preimplantation genetic diagnosis, we find an interesting new development in his position: one 

which threatens to destabilise important elements of his thought on morality. 

Preimplantation genetic diagnosis is used in artificial insemination to establish the 

presence of hereditary traits associated with disease or disability in embryos before implantation.  

Eugenics is the science which attempts to exercise technological control over the qualities of the 

human species, and is often divided into positive and negative varieties.  Negative eugenics (often 

thought of as acceptable) involves the prevention of transmission of hereditary diseases.  Positive 

eugenics (often thought of as unacceptable) entails the promotion of apparently desirable traits.  

But as Habermas notes, the lines of division between the two are often ambiguous (FHN, p.19).  

In its modern form, as a result of advances in cell research and genetic engineering, we have 

unprecedented levels of control over the genetic make-up of future persons.  Embryos are of 

                                                           

35 A number of animals display behaviour which may be thought of as strategic, including monkeys, birds and 

primates.  See Duane Quiatt and Vernon Reynolds, Primate Behaviour: Information, Social Knowledge, and the 

Evolution of Culture. p.133 
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course unable to take part in any process of discursive will formation.    Unlike those natural 

entities that can never be part of a discourse community – such as animals – unborn children 

have potential personhood which can be realised through socialisation:  judgements about the 

acceptability of genetic manipulation are only possible in advance of their actually existing 

personhood, but it is the precise nature of that personhood that is at stake. 

Preimplantory genetic diagnosis presents a problematic case for Habermas in two 

respects.  Firstly, it involves a level of technological and scientific specialisation so far in advance 

of the general populace that it is entirely unlikely that any public will could be reasonably well 

informed.  Secondly, it seems as if the unborn have a normative claim over us in as far as this 

kind of technology can be used to prevent children being born with serious (but preventable) 

medical conditions.  Where the moral value in this kind of biotechnology lies is far from clear.  

With genetic engineering, it is possible to promote the autonomy of future persons (in terms of 

both their physical integrity through the removal of disabilities).  Yet to do so would appear to be 

an obvious intrusion into the self-determination of potential individuals.   

Habermas expresses concern that the advance of genetic engineering, which involves the 

creation and destruction of human embryonic material, will lead to the normalisation of an 

instrumental attitude toward human life.  He evokes the colonisation of the lifeworld, arguing 

that the development of genetic technologies is largely driven by economic impetus, going on to 

describe the disposal of human life for the purposes of embryonic selection as an “obscenity” 

which results from the “narcissistic indulgence of our own preferences” (FHN, p.20).  With the 

development of the logic of profit maximisation into the control of human life is easy to see here 
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the return of the worries about the objectifying qualities of rationality that so vexed the early 

critical theorists.   

Genetic manipulation of embryos can change our constitution as human beings, which 

entails consequences for the normative grounding of social relations (FHN, p.37).  In a society in 

which genetic engineering had free reign, the physical, intellectual and emotional attributes of its 

members or chosen prior to birth (or even conception).  This kind of eugenics can be seen as 

increasing the autonomy of parents and those providers who make such services available on an 

open market (FHN, pp.48-49).  Appealing to Kierkegaard’s idea of ethical self-relation, 

Habermas indicates that, conversely, genetic engineering clearly restricts the autonomy of 

individuals to constitute themselves as individuals (FHN, pp.6-7).  He also suggests that genetic 

modification can undermine the social and psychological development of individuals through 

linguistic exchange (FHN, pp.62-3).  

But this overlooks the fact that, according to his own conception of personhood, the 

alteration (and likely improvement) of one’s genetic makeup before birth is no real restriction 

upon one’s autonomy at all.  Moreover, parents regularly intervene in the lives of their children 

precisely because of their reduced capacity to act autonomously (that is, on the basis of good 

reasons).  Habermas writes that “organisms” become “persons” “only if, and to the extent that, 

they are socialized, that is invested with and structured by social and cultural contexts of 

meaning”.36  This seems to suggest that embryos are mere organisms without intrinsic moral 

worth.  Clearly, embryos which have yet to undergo implantation have, at best, a potential claim 

                                                           

36 Jürgen Habermas, On the Pragmatics of Communication. pp.251-252 
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to personhood given Habermas’s insistence on the linguistic and cognitive basis of moral 

autonomy.   

Habermas argues that these new forms of genetic technology – and those that might soon 

become technically possible – have the potential to irrevocably modify our understanding of 

ourselves as individual, autonomous beings who are in some sense the authors of our own lives.  

With the knowledge that we have been made, to some extent, according to the design decided 

upon by other rather than having grown rather more organically according to nature and its fate, 

our sense of free agency is imperiled.  Habermas suggests that, through altering  genetic 

engineering has the potential to alter the very abilities we have to enter into free and fair 

discussion. 

The partial instrumentalisation of the ‘preperson’ (FHN, p.39) is for Habermas a form of 

systematically distorted communication resulting from an attendant colonisation of the lifeworld.  

The power of the genetic designer over the embryo serves to distort its communicative capacity 

by silencing them and thus refusing to afford them the dignity of recognising their autonomy 

(FHN, p.63).  Since the child is unable to unable to articulate any potential opposition, they are 

unable to determine their goals for themselves.  Habermas insists that the consent of the child 

therefore cannot be presupposed, and we must instead be guided by broad cultural agreement on 

the nature of ethics.  “Where we lack compelling moral reasons,” he writes, we have to let 

ourselves be guided by the signposts set up by the ethics of the species” (FHN, p.71). 
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I do not propose to address the merits and demerits of this kind of biotechnology here.37  

What is more interesting for our present investigation is the apparent shift in Habermas’s 

position.  Habermas has repeatedly emphasised that it is only just for persons in discursive 

communities to decide upon the value of non-persons.  This is consistent with his 

characterisation of postmetaphysical thinking as the prioritisation of questions of justice 

[Moralität] over ethics [Sittlichkeit].  But he goes on to make the following surprising remark. 

“But this “priority of the just” over the good must not blind us to the fact that 

the abstract morality of reason proper to subjects of human rights is itself 

sustained by a prior ethical self-understanding of the species, which is shared by all 

moral persons.” (FHN, p.40) 

The idea of a ‘species ethic’ which transcends lifeworld contexts seems to overturn 

decades of his thinking on the relationship between morality and ethics.  He claims that the self-

instrumentalisation of the human species contravenes a universally valid moral norm that is 

derived neither from the structure of communication, nor a particular lifeworld tradition, but 

embedded in our anthropological self-understanding (BFN, p.94).  This appears to undermine 

the deepest meta-ethical suppositions of his thought, since procedures of discursive will-

formation and the empirical conditions of consensus themselves cease to be the arbiter of what is 

morally valuable. 

 

                                                           
37 Habermas’s arguments about the importance of relating to one’s own existence as the product of instrumental 

reason rather than fate are ultimately unconvincing.  Even for those individuals who are not the result of genetic 

engineering are hardly the products of fate.  After all, no-one has a say in the kind of being they will be anyway, so 

the suggestion that some sort of ‘distortion’ is taking place is dubious.  In any case, the prospective changes to 

human nature need not be as radical as Habermas anticipates.  For as long as future generations retained those 

anthropologically basic cognitive and moral competences, there is no reason to think that the elements of human 

nature Habermas takes to be of normative importance should be lost.   
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4.5) Summary 

 In this discussion of issues in Habermas’s work, I have drawn attention to four 

problematic areas.  It should be evident that, in emphasising the trans-contextual nature of 

morality, Habermas goes to great lengths to repulse what he sees as the twin threat of moral 

scepticism and value relativism.  His solution is to concentrate on those universal-formal aspects 

of communicative action.  While his approach is undoubtedly normative in as far as it is 

concerned with the regulation of social interaction, it is, to borrow Hegel’s phrase, a normativity 

which “excludes every content and determination”.38  Objections to the kind of formalism 

represented by discourse ethics are routinely raised from neo-Hegelian, neo-Aristotelian and 

communitarian perspectives, and in the next chapter I will show how Honneth attempts to 

incorporate and respond to these kinds of doubts.  What such accounts hold in common is the 

idea that Kantianism is overly formal, abstract and disconnected from the practical realities of 

our moral life.  While Habermas’s early work has a more historical and political orientation, it’s 

fair to say that in his mature work Habermas’s moral subjects have no developed sense of 

identity, no goals to speak of, no sense of virtue or civic duty, no intrinsically meaningful 

relationships or practices and no intimate relationships per se.  I have shown that this is not a fatal 

problem, and in fact that Habermas’s work depends heavily upon this description of subjectivity.  

However, this methodological restriction means that, from a Habermasian perspective, not much 

may be said about the moral fabric of particular lifeworlds or action.  In evaluating the usefulness 

of this theory for social critique, we must bear in mind that much of the normative content of 

communicative action remains to be generated through the activities of social agents. 

                                                           

38 PR §135.  See also PS §§429-437 and G. W. F. Hegel, Natural Law, pp.75-83 for examples of Hegel’s critique of 

formalism in Kant. 
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 It’s clear that Marxism, either as a general theory of society or as a critical analysis of 

capitalism, plays a minor role in Habermas’s mature thought.  The diminished importance of 

categories held as paramount for the early critical theorists means that Habermas has had little to 

say about the importance of class relations, relations of production or the relationship to nature.  

Given the ubiquity to which his project aspires, these omissions make clear his intention to leave 

much of the tradition of critical theory behind.  Yet throughout his work he has retained the 

commitment to an emancipatory intention; the different permutations of his thought always 

retain this central motif.39  Yet the normative ambitions of his thought seem to have been 

tempered by an insistence upon the conceptual divide between morality and ethics.  Recall that 

we identified the purpose of critical theory with the diagnosis and treatment of social pathologies, 

which Habermas understands as systematically distorted communication (p.61).  We have seen 

that Habermas thinks that the danger of such distortion lies in its effect upon our ability to arrive 

at unrestricted consensus, but if the value of consensus itself is thrown into question, we seem to 

have grounds for questioning this account.  But if social pathologies should instead be 

understood for their obfuscation of the general ethic of the species, we do not find a satisfactorily 

thorough explanation of this in Habermas’s extensive corpus. 

 

                                                           

39 Though Habermas has rarely used the term in recent years, believing it to be contaminated by archaic fantasies of 

collective self-liberation that belong in the 19th century, the twin ideals of consciousness-raising and increasing 

autonomy remain absolutely central to his thought. 
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5. Paradigm Change? 

 

5.0)  Introduction 

 In the following two chapters I concentrate on showing how Honneth’s work can be 

understood as an attempt to solve these problems within a broadly Habermasian framework.  I 

begin with a discussion the landscape of critical theory after the considerable impact of 

Habermas’s work and what the idea of generational change in critical theory should be taken to 

mean (5.1). I begin my discussion of Honneth’s theory by outlining some of the basic lines of 

difference between him and other critical theorists, showing how the focus on identity can be 

seen as a response to the problem of pluralism identified in the previous chapter (5.2).  In the 

following section this leads me to a consideration of the ways in which the theory of 

communicative action is already a contribution to the debate over appropriate forms of political 

recognition (5.3).  I go on to discuss Honneth’s theory of recognition in the context of 

contemporary debates in political theory (5.4) before  showing how Honneth’s appropriation of 

Foucault both inspires his central criticisms of Habermas and reveals the anthropological interest 

that will inform his own variation of critical theory (5.5).  In the last section, however, I 

challenge the idea that Honneth’s work constitutes a distinct paradigm in critical theory, 

maintaining that the normative content of Honneth’s theory is largely provided by the 

communication paradigm (5.6). 
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5.1)  Critical Theory:  Generations 

 One feature of Frankfurt School critical theory which I have not emphasised in the 

preceding discussion is the relative diversity of the attempts that have been made by critical 

theorists to provide a normative explanation of society.  It must be noted that many would 

eschew talk of paradigm change in critical theory to be misleading on the basis that the Institut 

für Sozialforschung was never a school in any formal sense.  Critical theory defines itself against 

its own intellectual history and academic tradition.  It is for this reason that talk of paradigms 

might be thought inappropriate, and it is important to deal with this issue.   

Critical theorists have tended refrain from engaging in anything that might be construed 

as a non-reflective, traditional form of theorising, which means that they tend to describe what 

they do as ‘oppositional thinking’.  But we can discern a number of patterns and important 

evolutions in the development of the tradition.  I noted in the Introduction that Habermas is 

generally acknowledged as the leading member of the post-war ‘second generation’ of critical 

theorists.  But though he may have been the centre of mass, as it were, for the orbit of a number 

of philosophers and social scientists, it would be misleading to simply suggest that his work 

prescribed the boundaries or tone for the work of his contemporaries, whose work encompasses 

similar breadth.  But is has undoubtedly been paradigmatic in the sense that it provided a way of 

unifying critical theorists around a research programme that could claim to be both consistent 

with, yet distinct from the first generation of critical theorists.  For it is evident that, without 
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Habermas’s contributions, there would be little in the way of continuity between the Frankfurt 

School of the 1930s and those referred to as Frankfurt School critical theorists today.1   

Consequently, it is fair to speak of Habermas’s work as paradigmatic in the Kuhnian 

sense; that is, as having a major effect on a range of research programmes, but more questionable 

in the sense that Habermas’s work itself does not provide an overarching epistemological 

paradigm within which a critical theorist must validate their work.2  As I explained in Chapter 

One, the Habermasian paradigm shift is characterised by the shift towards intersubjectivity and 

the shift towards language use (§1.5).  But so overwhelming has Habermas’s influence on the 

developmental trajectory of critical theory been, that one could be forgiven for wondering 

whether or not there is any critical theory beyond his work.  Considering that one of the explicit 

aims of the early critical theorists was to liquidate the theoretical tradition, this is somewhat 

ironic.  There is a more serious aspect to this, however.  For if there is little more to the 

distinctiveness of critical theory than one thinker’s work – albeit considerable – what sense will it 

make in future to speak of a third or fourth generation?  Furthermore, the extensive scope of 

Habermas’s project means that the range of critical theory, rather than being limited to ideology 

                                                           

1 Of course, there are many who would deny that Habermas’s work truly is consistent with the projects of Adorno, 

Horkheimer and Marcuse on the basis that his approach and the resources he avails himself often belong to analytic, 

rather than continental philosophy.  This is a difficult issue which I must leave unresolved in this work.  Owing to 

the remarkable scope of his work, one could argue that that the liberal tradition in politics, systems-theory in 

sociology, or early-mid 20th century linguistics are of equal importance.  However, the Habermasian project as a 

whole takes its conceptual, historical and metaphilosophical lead from the inverted Hegelianism of the Frankfurt 
School. 

2 Habermas’s relation to the work of the first generation incorporates the pattern of crisis, revolution and renewal 

which Kuhn argues is characteristic of paradigm change.  Kuhn, of course, reserves the use of the term for the 

natural sciences (such as the usurpation of Newton’s work by that of Einstein) but I take my lead here from the 

various researchers across the humanities and social science who have adopted the term.  Examples of this kind 

include the move away from behaviourism to constructivism in psychology, or the supplanting of Keynesian 

economics by Monetarism.   
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critique or the critique of instrumental reason, is almost boundless in its potential application.  

As Joel Anderson notes: 

The question is then whether anyone can master the full scope of critical social 

theory, once that scope has been broadened and the demands raised so high. As 

sociologists are quick to point out, the typical response to increasing complexity 

is specialization, and this is what we see happening in the third generation. 

Perhaps this is a good thing. But there is a danger that the field will become so 

compartmentalized as to render implausible the idea that there is such a thing as 

“critical social theory”. In what sense can it be said that discussions of Adorno’s 

aesthetics, debates about the conceptual status of constitutional rights to freedom 

of religious expression, and arguments over the exact nature of validity claims are 

all discussions within critical social theory? This is a problem with which the 

third generation must struggle.3 

 

Whether or not Honneth’s work can provide the same sort of stabilizing and organising 

force as Habermas’s work for a new generation of critical theorists is one of the questions I will 

attempt to answer in the remainder of this thesis. 

 

5.2)  Honneth contra Habermas 

Axel Honneth, who inherited the directorship of the Institut für Sozialforschung from 

Habermas, is widely recognised as the leading member of a third generation of critical theorists. 

However, it is worth noting that Honneth, like Habermas, is often reluctant to refer to himself as 

a Frankfurt School critical theorist.  In this respect, he seems to share reservations expressed by 

Habermas, who, in addition to denying any continuity between his work and that of the first 

generation, has gone as far as denying what he considers to be the basic premises of critical theory 

                                                           

3 Joel Anderson, “The Third Generation of the Frankfurt School”.  §2 
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(AS, p.78).  Like Habermas, Honneth thinks that the sociological, historical and philosophical 

assumptions made by the early Frankfurt School are no longer defensible.4   

We might explain the recalcitrance of both thinkers in two ways:  firstly, as an 

acknowledgement of the philosophical problems which beset the first generation; and secondly, 

as a way of showing fidelity to the idea that critical theory is at heart a historically specific, 

situated form of inquiry, any specific elaboration of which may not necessarily transfer to 

different lifeworld contexts.   But this latter consideration seems to run against much of the 

whole enterprise of securing a normative foundation for critical theory, since one would expect at 

least something of the methodological assumptions of the critical theorist to persist in each 

attempt to identify or assess social pathologies.  This issue is central to the fate of critical theory, 

since unless something of this kind is preserved we have no reason to believe that both the 

aspirations of critical theory can be realised, both in terms of grounding a rational critique of 

society and of developing the theoretical legacy of the Frankfurt School.     

With respect to the intellectual heritage of the Frankfurt School, Honneth has clearly 

demarcated lines of difference between himself and Habermas.  In so doing, he has explicitly 

returned to a number of tropes that occupied the first generation.  In what follows I discuss the 

re-emergence of themes from Freud and Marx, beginning with the role of psychoanalysis in a 

critical theory.  While Habermas made limited use of Freudian psychoanalysis in his earlier work 

(notably in Knowledge and Human Interests – see §2.4) he is generally critical of the role played 

by psychoanalysis in the work of the Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse.  For the thinkers of the 

first generation, psychoanalysis provided a counterpoint to Marxism, one that could compliment 

                                                           

4 Axel Honneth, “Reconstructive Social Critique with a Genealogical Reservation:  On the Idea of Critique in the 

Frankfurt School.” p.4 
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historical materialism with an account of the experience of ideology through repression and other 

forms of ego defence.  Ideologies – especially those which have developed pathologically – need 

not reveal themselves as ideologies.  Analogously, the psychoanalyst holds that psychic traumas 

are rarely experienced directly as disturbance.  For the early Frankfurt School, cultural 

phenomena – which express these kinds of social neuroses – remain subordinate to economic 

phenomena, as in classical Marxism.  As we saw in Chapter Two, there are manifold problems 

with the idea of ‘socioanalysis’.  Although Honneth does not wish to return to the sort of 

collective libidinal analysis practiced by Adorno or Eric Fromm, he does emphasise the important 

influence of unconscious forces on human behaviour.  We saw in Chapter Three that Habermas 

also reserves a place for these forces, which manifest as systematic distortions of would-be 

successful communicative acts. 

Accordingly, Honneth reserves a central place for psychoanalytic theories of identity 

development in his own philosophical anthropology, particularly with respect to analysing how 

self-regard is predicated on the recognition of others (SFR p.98-104).  Rather than employing 

Freud directly, Honneth takes his lead from the psychodynamic theories of development (and 

especially infant development) in the tradition of object-relations theory.  I present my discussion 

of this aspect of Honneth’s work in the following chapter, as an important consideration in his 

theory of recognition (§6.4). 

Another way in which Honneth should be seen as returning to some of the intuitions of 

earlier critical theorists is his emphasis on the category of praxis.  For Honneth, Horkheimer did 

not clarify how the methodology of critical theory might be sufficiently distinguished from 

traditional theory in such a way as to give it critical authority.  Horkheimer’s formulation of 
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critical theory lacks the practical force of traditional theory because it does not concentrate on 

practical social and scientific problems, but in countermanding human self-deception.  A second 

criticism concerns the conflation of “practical activity” with “revolutionary-emancipatory 

activity”, a conflation he argues is also found in Marx:  since Horkheimer’s philosophy of history 

contains no model of emancipatory activity, it does not accommodate critical forms of praxis.  

When Horkheimer attempts to lay claim to the Hegelian-Marxist language of emancipation, he 

attempts to invoke a notion of praxis that is not permitted by his conception of history.  

Honneth attempts to appropriate Horkheimer’s insights into his own position with the claim 

that the assignment of critical activity to social groups whose experience of social reality is 

mediated through oppression:  “Horkheimer understands critical theory’s practical framework of 

application as the process of a dialogically-mediated interpretation of social reality in the light of 

the injustice experienced by the oppressed class” (CoP, p.13).  He notes, however, that such 

‘critical activity’ is not clearly defined: 

“… Horkheimer omitted completely the dimension of a critique of everyday life 

in which theory is known to be located since that theory participates in the 

cooperative process of an interpretation of the present in the interest of 

overcoming suffered injustice.  This conceptual reductionism prevents 

Horkheimer from grasping the practical dimensions of social conflict and struggle 

as such… the result is… a sociological deficit in the interdisciplinary social 

science that Horkheimer views as the solution offered by the program of a critical 

social theory.”(CoP, p.17) 

 

 Horkheimer’s attempt to reconcile Marxist economics with Freudian psychology was 

intended to provide an explanation of the psychic dynamics of economic structures, and is 

compatible with a Hegelian philosophy of history which goes beyond the conscious intentions of 

agents.  Horkheimer suggested that the institutional demands of capitalism are conveyed to the 
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individual by their parents, and the family is an important factor in perpetuating domination.  

However, he supplements this model with the notion of ‘culture’ as a further form of social 

reproduction that takes place through institutions and symbolic utterances.   In trying to 

establish that cultural institutions serve to break through individual instincts to facilitate the 

domination of nature, Horkheimer makes a claim that his philosophy of history cannot 

substantiate.  In addition, he attempts to make use of a theoretical model between the Marxist 

account of social labour and the psychoanalytic model of socialisation that Honneth considers 

untenable, leaving the sphere of everyday action undefined and under-theorised. Horkheimer’s 

inability to account for the everyday therefore leads to a serious normative and sociological 

shortcoming.  The narrowness of a model of social action reduced to social labour and the 

socialisation of libidinal instincts “screens the whole spectrum of everyday social action out of the 

object domain of interdisciplinary social science” (CoP, p.27) and reduces sociology to an 

auxiliary – rather than critical and interdisciplinary – form of scientific inquiry.   

Honneth uses the opportunity afforded by these comments on Horkheimer to re-iterate 

the view that critical activity should be understood as “the directed process of a cooperative 

testing and problematizing of interpretations worked out within the group” (CoP, p.29).  In this 

early formulation we can clearly see the proximity of Honneth’s approach to the theory of 

communicative action.  Honneth understands critical activity as a response to “unexpected events 

and information [that] interrupt the reproduction of established organisations and endanger the 

disrupted normative structure of a social group” (Ibid.) which means that is can easily be 

subsumed under the rubric of what Habermas terms ‘discourse’.  But the innovation Honneth 
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brings to this formulation is to see the any reflexive reappraisal of group orientation as social 

struggle rather than mere clarification.  He writes: 

 “social struggle can be conceived as the cooperative organization of this everyday 

critique:  It would be the attempt by social groups, forced by the conditions of 

the class-specific division of labour and excessive burdens, to realise within the 

normative structures of social life the norms of action acquired in the repeated 

experience of suffered injustice” (CoP, p.29).   

Thus, Honneth refers to social struggle as a “negative dimension” of social order which is 

intimately connected with general social interaction and practical reason (CoP, pp.xxviii-xxviv).  

It is significant that this remains distinct from the idea of class struggle, and so cannot in any way 

be considered a straightforward return to Horkheimer.  By associating this element of struggle 

with the idea of communicatively ameliorated social interactions, Honneth introduces a new, 

emphatically normative aspect to an otherwise Habermasian understanding of social action.  

Praxis figures in Honneth’s theory as the kind of social interaction that forms everyday 

structures of recognition.  We saw that Habermas generally discarded traditional Marxist 

categories like this as part of a wider outmoded paradigm of emancipatory thinking (see §§1.5; 

2.3; 4.5).  Honneth reintroduces praxis by identifying it not with the alienation and labour of 

the working classes, but the kind of fundamental social activities that are esteemed by a particular 

lifeworld community.  As such, it focuses on the idea that some forms of social labour are valued 

while others are not.  Honneth argues that “as regards social esteem, the relations of recognition 

are to a large extent interwoven with the distribution and organisation of social labour” (SDD, 

p.333) and that the relation between labour and economic reward needs to be given greater 

consideration, as well as the effects of any discrepancy on social relations as a whole.  Honneth 

does not want to invest in a pre-Habermasian appreciation of labour, agreeing with what he calls 
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Habermas’s ‘purification’ of Horkheimer.   Like Habermas, he is critical of the tradition of 

Western Marxism that identifies social labour with the formation of an emancipatory 

consciousness.  But he notes that labour does not appear as a systematic normative notion within 

Habermas’ categorical framework.  The example that Honneth gives by way of illustrating this 

point about labour is unpaid housework or child rearing, which are forms of labour given 

insufficient recognition by a patriarchal society.  Such labour is not generally remunerated 

financially, although it clearly makes a vital contribution to society.  Honneth claims that this 

kind of division of labour reflects the social esteem of such roles.   

The more interesting associated claim is that this kind of low social esteem distorts the 

attitude of the individual toward themselves because of the experience of recognition (SDD, 

p.334). A person who is not esteemed by society will not come to esteem themselves, or so the 

thinking goes.  Obviously this move involves a significant assumption about human nature.  

Even if we allow that it is relatively uncontroversial to argue that society does not value labour in 

a consistent and fair way – it would surely be hard to find anyone who thought differently -  it 

does not follow that lack of social esteem necessarily results in the individual coming to value 

themselves less.  I will deal with this claim at greater length in the next chapter.   

 

5.3) Communication as Recognition 

Before I move on, there is one more feature of the relationship between Habermas and 

Honneth which pertains directly to the idea of paradigm change that I wish to discuss.  While it 

is common in the literature to speak of Honneth’s contributions to critical theory as a ‘turn’ 
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towards recognition, it is crucial to note that Habermas’s theory of communicative action 

contains important elements of recognition. As Dieter Freundlieb writes, “the normative 

presuppositions of communicative speech acts as defined by Habermas contain precisely the 

mutual recognition of the dialogue partners as autonomous and morally responsible subjects”.5  

Communication is not intended by Habermas to be reducible to its pragmatic dimensions.  

Rather, it consists in reaching an understanding about a particular matter by drawing upon 

commonly held relevant suppositions.  Reaching mutual understanding involves being prepared 

to provide contestable validity claims with one’s utterances, offering them up for dispute and 

recognising that others are free to adopt an affirmative or negative position towards them.  

Adopting the performative attitude in acts of communication is therefore a claim to recognition 

on account of its publicity.  Under the idealised conditions of discourse ethics, interlocutors 

normatively relate to each other not on the basis of their differences but in accordance with their 

cognitive and practical similarities.  So what is recognised is, for Habermas, not the person with 

whom one is speaking so much as the validity of what they say. 

“The goal of coming to an understanding [Verständigung] is to bring about an 

agreement [Einverständnis] that terminates in the intersubjective mutuality of 

reciprocal understanding, shared knowledge, mutual trust, and accord with one 

another.  Agreement is based on recognition of the corresponding validity claims 

of comprehensibility, truth, truthfulness and rightness... between the two there 

exists an accord concerning the rightness of an utterance in relation to a mutually 

recognized normative background.” (CES, p.3) 

 However, such a claim must be differentiated from theories of recognition which attempt 

to take account of the full alterity or ‘otherness’ of the other: the differences in custom, value, 

appearance, tradition and language.  As we have already seen, the symmetrical form of 

                                                           

5 Dieter Freundlieb, “Rethinking Critical Theory:  Weaknesses and New Directions”. p.89 
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recognition is an important part of Habermas’s theory of intersubjectivity.  However, most 

theorists of recognition take the important point about it to be that any act of recognition is only 

valued by the recipient when the recipient likewise values the recognising party.  Habermas seems 

to be suggesting that what is normatively important is not so much the persons involved in 

discourse as the validity of the assumptions they may or may not share.  As a result, it seems as if 

the notion of recognition used by Habermas cannot do the kind of normative work that one 

would expect of it, since it cannot guarantee that interlocutors will value each other for their 

differences.  The principle of inclusivity may ensure that everyone has, at least in principle, a 

right to be heard.  But if an individual or group is already excluded from opportunities for public 

discussion by the existing social order, how might any claim to be heard be articulated in such a 

way as overcome this.  Honneth argues that the kind of communicative interaction Habermas 

takes to be typical of the species cannot be advanced as an expectation since recognition can 

never be simply expected:  it must be demanded, and struggled for.   In this way Honneth 

replaces the theory of class struggle with a conception of struggle for the recognition of identity, 

suggesting that contemporary social movements can only be understood correctly from a 

normative perspective if the demands that motivate them be conceived of in terms of the 

collective recognition of their cultural identity (RR, p.111). 

 

5.4) Recognition and the Politics of Identity 

 There are good reasons to think that such a change in emphasis reflects in some way the 

changed nature of social struggle in contemporary life; at least, the ubiquity of present-day 

debates on the politics of recognition would suggest so.  Over the last ten or fifteen years, 
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discourses in political theory have seen a shift away from issues of economic class, equality and 

distributive justice and toward preoccupations with identity, culture, ethnicity and difference.6  

Theorists of recognition make the expression of authentic identity the foremost goal of a 

normative political philosophy, replacing questions of universal social justice with questions 

about the appropriate forms of esteem for different cultural identities – what Nancy Fraser terms 

“difference-respect”.  Since recognition must somehow value the authentic identity of a 

disenfranchised group, ‘difference-respect’ cannot simply be reduced to an appreciation for (or 

defence of) autonomy.  It must involve a respect for difference, for the alterity of the other.  In 

many ways, the rise of recognition theory is a response to the inadequacy of the idea of class 

struggle to articulate the variety emancipatory interests evinced in complex modern societies.  

The blurring of traditional forms of social and material organisation under modernity has led 

many to conclude that traditional political philosophy simply cannot provide a framework that it 

adequate to the structure of modern society.  Hence, recognition theorists claim that the idea of 

recognition is key to determining new forms of social justice.   

Charles Taylor is widely thought to have instigated the current debate on 

multiculturalism and recognition with his 1994 essay, “The Politics of Recognition”, in which he 

reconstructs the demands of Québécois nationalists as a form of cultural survival in the face of 

misrecognition.  Taylor concentrates on two public forms of recognition:  a ‘politics of 

universalism’ which safeguards the rights and autonomy of all citizens; and a ‘politics of 

difference’ which values the diversity of cultural traditions.  Taylor sees in the second form of 

                                                           

6 For an overview of issues in the politics of recognition, see the introduction to Simon Thompson, The Political 

Theory of Recognition.  Thompson claims that political theories of recognition have three features in common:  

firstly, a focus on the idea of identity (or difference) through traits like religion, race, sexuality or gender; a concern 

with equal and inclusive treatment of different communities of value; and collective demands to have the uniqueness 

or particularity of a way of life affirmed (Ibid., pp.7-8). 
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public recognition a communitarian antidote to the shortcomings of the liberal public sphere.  

He writes: 

“There is a form of the politics of equal respect, as enshrined in a liberalism of 

rights, that is inhospitable to difference because (a) it insists on uniform 

application of the rules defining these rights, without exception, and (b) it is 

suspicious of collective goals.”7 

 According to communitarians, liberalism tends not to balance the interests of the 

individual with the concerns of the communities and cultures that give the life of the individual 

value:  the so-called ‘difference’ which forms our various social traditions.  Consider the 

objections raised against Habermas in the previous chapter (§4.3), where I suggested that 

liberalism is only able to tolerate value pluralism to the extent that competing visions of the good 

life share a commitment to the same kind of liberalism; that is, one which expects individuals not 

to impinge on the liberty of others.  Habermas’s politics, as we have seen, is basically a defence of 

the liberal public sphere and deliberative democracy.  Habermas’s vision of political liberalism 

owes much to Kant and, specifically, to Kant’s vision of cosmopolitanism.  Proponents of 

cosmopolitanism believe that, although there are differences between social groups, this should 

not entail that society need make special allowances to acknowledge these differences, since 

everybody is catered for by, firstly, a principle of mutual respect; and, secondly, respect for 

autonomy in the exercise of personal liberties.  Communitarians reject this as a naïve attempt at 

universal pretention, arguing that the liberalist framework can never provide a convincing 

account of social justice because it denies the social context within which ideas of justice are 

                                                           

7 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition.” p.60 
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articulated.  The normativity, they claim, lies with the tradition, and not in the individual.8  

Communitarians thus deny that norms are legitimate to the extent that they correspond to a 

universalisable or general interest.   

Theories of recognition attempt to provide a single framework for the plurality of 

different cultures and traditions by reducing particular claims to recognition – such as class 

struggle, gender or sex specific injustices, economic disparities, and so on – to a more general 

claim for the affirmation of group identity.  As Fraser puts it: 

“The paradigm of recognition [can] encompass not only movements aiming to 

revalue unjustly devalued identities – for example, cultural feminism, black 

cultural nationalism, and gay identity politics – but also deconstructive 

tendencies, such as queer politics, critical ‘race’ politics, and deconstructive 

feminism, which reject the ‘essentialism’ of traditional identity politics.” (RR. 

p.12) 

 The centrality of identity in theories of recognition is key to understanding its relevance 

to critical theory.  These theories understand identity to be something that is developed only 

through interaction with others.  In our social relationships we form complex webs of 

recognition with others, and in an important sense we come to understand ourselves through 

these relationships, seeing ourselves through the eyes of others.  It follows that, if this is how 

identities are formed, they can be deformed if the process goes awry, with implications for 

existential and psychological wellbeing.   

                                                           

8 It must be noted that this is something of an over-simplified account, not least because it obscures the differences 

between communitarians.  Communitarians oppose liberalism on various grounds, both epistemological and 

ontological.  See MacIntyre (1982); Walzer (1987); Benabib (1992) and Sandel (1998).  Some theorists think that a 

suitably refined liberalism can accommodate communitarianism, while others believe that liberal values actively 

erode valued forms of communal life.  As we will see, Honneth falls into the former category. 



Page | 139  

 

“A person or a group of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the 

people or society around them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning or 

contemptible picture of themselves. Nonrecognition or misrecognition can inflict 

harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning one in a false, distorted, and 

reduced mode of being.”9 

The recognition paradigm in political theory therefore understands social injustice as 

failures of patterns of representation and communication which result in the identities of 

marginalised groups being given inadequate cultural esteem.  Any political claim to recognition 

that is advanced is effectively a petition to the state concerned to validate or affirm the legitimacy 

of that identity, to make it permanently recognised in the institutional and bureaucratic 

procedures of social administration.  One of the attractions of this approach to social justice is 

that it offers a highly versatile framework for normative analysis.  Failures of recognition might 

range from being subjected to an alien culture which threatens a way of life to being actively 

denigrated through pernicious stereotypes or second class citizenship, or even through the denial 

of recognition – being treated as if one doesn’t exist.   

One central claim in Honneth’s theory is that these diverse and fragmentary experiences 

of misrecognition inform and motivate the kind of social struggles which occur along the various 

axes of identity.  To this end, Honneth speaks of recognition as a form of “normative monism” 

(RR, p.83) and thus we have our indication of how Honneth will attempt to solve the challenge 

of political pluralism (§4.3).  Honneth’s language clearly suggests that he believes the recognition 

paradigm to be distinct from Habermas’s work, and similar self-descriptions of his work may be 

found elsewhere (R, pp.40-52).  For the purpose of this thesis, I propose to remain agnostic 

about whether or not  Honneth’s work deserves to be thought of as paradigmatic in the sense 

                                                           

9 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition.” p.25 
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hitherto outlined as far as its contributions to political theory are concerned:  as we will see in 

Chapter Seven, Honneth does offer an account of recognition which is flexible enough to 

accommodate many kinds of different claims to identity.10   

Honneth’s orientation towards recognition is part of a wider shift in social and political 

philosophy but does this constitute a paradigm shift in critical theory?  I will attempt to answer 

this question after considering one more important influence:   Honneth’s treatment of those 

ideas rejected by Habermas as lacking normative foundation (PDM, pp.332-338) and dismissed 

by Charles Taylor as “subjectivist, half-baked neo-Nietzschean theories”.11   

 

5.5) Power, Communication, Subjectivity 

 While Habermas has been a consistent and scathing critic of French Nietzscheanism, 

Honneth makes explicit use of insights garnered from Michel Foucault’s theories about the 

relation between power and subjectivity.  There are many points of similarity between Foucault 

and Habermas.  Both thinkers align themselves to a tradition of modernity reaching back to 

                                                           

10 The relationship between critical theory and political theory is complex:  all critical theories are political theories 

to the extent that they take the current social and political order as the subject of critique.  While political theories 

can be critical theories – Race Theory, Feminism or Queer Theory, for example, all aspire to be emancipator y – 

they are not necessarily Frankfurt School critical theories since they do not share the same theoretical resources (such 

as awareness to the instrumentalising effects of reason, the attempt to overcome the limits of positivism, or yhe 

emphasis on moral autonomy.  Since my intention in this study is to trace the evolution of Frankfurt School critical 

theory, I will, as a result, limit my treatment of Honneth’s work as a political theorist to a minimum.  Interestingly, 

some commentators (notably Howard (2000)) have suggested that the explicitly political dimensions of Frankfurt 

School critical theory have diminished over time.  Although Honneth has shown that his account of recognition 
undoubtedly applies to new social movements, it is worth noting that this was not originally intended purpose of 

this work.  Rather, Honneth intended to analyse the forms of recognition of work under capitalism.  See FWS, 

pp.xvi/10-11/ 39ff/ 42ff/46ff; and the interview with Honneth entitled “Ethiek Van Erkenning” which is quoted in 

van Leeuwen (2007)).  Van Leeuwen notes that references to Honneth’s work in political theory are surprisingly rare 

and has played only a marginal role in debates surrounding multiculturalism.  There is doubtless much to say about 

the value of Honneth’s contribution, but I shall refrain from so doing here. 

11 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition.” p.70 
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Kant.  Like Habermas, Foucault’s critical perspective relies upon a certain reading of post-

Enlightenment thought (though unlike he rejects the idea that the Enlightenment is a project we 

must continue to try and fulfill).  Foucault’s analysis of power, like Habermas’s theory of the 

colonisation of the lifeworld, attempts to diagnose those aspects of social regulation which claim 

a rational basis without justification.  In addition to these similarities and, more significantly, 

they share an interest revealing the concealed instrumentalism that operates in and through the 

human sciences [Geisteswissenschaften].  Another factor that warrants the comparison is the 

considerable subterranean affinity between Foucault and the Frankfurt School, which has been 

acknowledged by both sides.12   

I have already described Habermas’s account of epistemological reduction in the human 

sciences (§2.1).  For Foucault, our scientific self-understanding manifests a kind of circularity 

which results directly from Kant’s contribution to philosophy.  Kant’s transcendental idealism 

sharply distinguishes the empirical spatio-temporal realm from the transcendental form of our 

subjectivity (CPR, A 19-22; 42-49 / B 33-36; 60-73).  The unity of the transcendental subject is 

held to be the source of all our representations at the level of experience.  Yet, at the same time, 

we come to know ourselves as empirical beings, through our experiences of the world and each 

other.  All our scientific knowledge of ourselves – in short, our anthropology – is circular because 

as historically limited, finite beings we are both the source of our representations in the empirical 

world as well as the objects being studied.  In this way, Foucault identifies the central problem 

                                                           

12 For a detailed account of the convergences and differences between Foucault and critical theory, see Thomas 

McCarthy, “The Critique of Impure Reason:  Foucault and the Frankfurt School” in Michael Kelly, ed. Critique and 

Power:  Recasting the Foucault/Habermas Debate. pp.243-282 
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with social sciences as anthropocentrism – as the search for a foundation which has already been 

rendered impossible by Kant’s ‘analytic of finitude’.13   

Foucault then goes on to question the normative force of any scientific understanding of 

human being, rejecting the notion that we can have such a thing as epistemic neutrality in our 

inquiries into the world and each other.  He takes the view that validity is always relative to a 

specific system of discourse and practices, and, therefore, that the history of knowledge is the 

history of what has been taken to be knowledge in a particular discursive context.  Since these 

contexts are socio-historically self-contained, no external vantage point from which to assess the 

validity of a particular truth claim can be known.  All truth becomes circumstantial and 

incapable of final verification.  Truth, Foucault writes, “is to be understood as a system of 

ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of 

statements” and nothing besides.14  Hence, Foucault characterises genealogy as antiscience.  To 

perform genealogy “is to entertain the claims to attention of local, discontinuous, disqualified, 

illegitimate knowledges against the claims of a unitary body of theory which would filter, 

hierarchize and order them in the name of some true knowledge and some arbitrary idea of what 

constitutes a science and its objects”.15 

Since, for Foucault the genealogist, “true discourse [is] incapable of recognizing the will to 

truth that pervades it,” all subjectivities, ideas, rules and knowledge remain simply matters of 

                                                           

13 For a more detailed account of Foucault’s writings about anthropology, see Herbert Schnädelbach, “The Face in 

the Sand:  Foucault and the Anthropological Slumber.” pp.311-340.  Han (2005) offers an insightful discussion of 

Foucault’s writings on Kant and the analytic of finitude. 

14 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge. pp.81-82  

15 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures”. p.22 
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historical contingency.16  Discourses are “invasions, struggles, plundering, disguises, ploys”17 

which result from an underlying will to power.  To make Foucault’s analysis possible, the 

discourses that link social, economic, technological and political practices are somehow 

autonomous, independent of discursive agents.  This is consistent with Foucault’s perspectivism, 

which informs the more general impetus behind his work:  to undermine the anthropocentrism 

of the human sciences instigated by Kant.18  Foucault’s genealogy, Habermas argues, ends up 

falling prey to the relativistic fate that it would consign the human sciences to.   

“To the extent that [genealogy] retreats into the reflectionless objectivity of a 

nonparticipatory, ascetic description of kaleidoscopically changing practices of 

power, genealogical historiography emerges from its cocoon as precisely the 

presentistic, relativistic, crytonormativistic illusory science that it does not want 

to be.” (PDM, pp.275-276) 

By ‘cryptonormativism’ Habermas seems to be referring to the shortfall between the 

purported value-neutrality of the genealogist themselves and the imperative to resist the 

normalising effects of formations of power.  For why should we care that a counter-discourse of 

the past existed at all unless there were some compelling normative implications for us?  

Foucault’s historical studies are evidently politically motivated, yet Foucault is methodologically 

incapable of recognising the humanistic values that inform them.  For all of Foucault’s rhetoric 

of liberation:  of mobilising, resisting domination, forming counter-networks of power and 

escaping traditional ideas of sovereignty, there remains an enduring normative discrepancy 

between value-free genealogy and social struggle as long as it is simply assumed that we should 

                                                           

16 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language. p.219 

17 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”. p.76 

18 Jürgen Habermas, “Critique of Reason:  Unmasking the Human Sciences”. p.71 
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reject existing forms of power/knowledge.  As Nancy Fraser asks, “Why is struggle preferable to 

submission?  Why ought domination to be resisted?”19    

“When, like Foucault, one admits only the model of processes of subjugation, of 

confrontations mediated by the body, of contexts of more or less consciously 

strategic action; when one excludes any stabilizing of domains of actions in terms 

of values, norms and processes of mutual understanding... then one is hardly able 

to explain just how persistent local struggles could get consolidated into 

institutionalised power.” (PDM, p.287) 

 Indeed, the idea of social struggle plays little part in Foucault’s response, which 

emphasises the need for creative resistance at the level of the individual. 

“I don’t believe there can be a society without relations of power, if you 

understand them as means by which individuals try to conduct, to determine the 

behaviour of others.  The problem is not of trying to dissolve them in the utopia 

of a perfectly transparent communication, but to give one’s self the rules of law, 

the techniques of management, and also the ethics, the ethos, the practice of self , 

which would allow these games of power to be played with a minimum of 

domination.”20 

The apparent impasse between the two thinkers spawned a great deal of debate on 

discourse and power in the late 1980s and 1990s.  In Critique of Power, the volume based upon 

Honneth’s doctoral dissertation, Honneth juxtaposes the work of Horkheimer, Adorno, Foucault 

and Habermas in order to further the research programme of critical theory.  His approach in 

this volume is thoroughly dialectical:  to compare Foucault’s “negative radicalization of the 

Dialectic of Enlightenment” with Habermas’s “positive sublation” of this dialectic in a theory of 

communication (CoP, p.xv).  Foucault’s genealogy, Honneth argues, productively opens up a 

line of inquiry into the “sphere of social interaction and conflict that Adorno misunderstood by 

                                                           

19 Nancy Fraser, “Foucault on Modern Power: Empirical Insights and Normative Confusions.” p.283 

20 Michel Foucault, “The Ethic of Care for the Self as a Practice of Freedom” in The Final Foucault, p.18 
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attempting, in his theory of power, to trace the origin of social domination back to a process of 

strategic exchange between subjects” (CoP, p.xvi-xvii).  The problem, as Honneth sees it, is that 

Foucault ends up with an account of power that is merely ‘systems-theoretic’ and unable to 

provide a satisfactory account of his action-theoretic paradigm of struggle at the level of 

interaction between social agents.  Because of Foucault’s emphasis on the disciplinary forces of 

technical practices in social science, he argues, Foucault’s thought ends up unable to 

conceptualise social struggle in any kind of intuitive way (CoP, p.175).  As a result, it divorces 

itself from any basis in human experience. 

“[Foucault] could have regarded the psychic sufferings of individuals as the social 

expression of the disciplining and repression of the human body [...] as a 

consequence of his structuralist critique of the subject, Foucault must introduce 

the human body as a faceless, endlessly conditionable bundle of energy... there is 

nothing in his theory which could articulate suffering as suffering.” (FWS, p.132) 

Of course, this is not merely an oversight on Foucault’s part, for Foucault was explicit 

about the need to “define a method of historical analysis freed from the anthropological theme... 

purged of all anthopologism”.21   Yet, at the same time, his emphasis on the category of the body 

as the locus of modern techniques of power, according to Honneth, reveals a kind of naturalistic 

concern with “the motor and gestural motions of individuals [and] the fundamental organic 

procedures of birth, procreation, and death” (CoP, pp.167-168).  There is something quite 

controversial about this reading, which somehow brings anthropological concerns back into 

Foucault’s work.  For, just as Habermas after the transcendental-pragmatic turn, Foucault 

remained unsympathetic to any attempt at grounding critique in a philosophical anthropology.  

Similarly, Honneth portrays Foucault rather dubiously as a thinker primarily interested in social 

                                                           

21 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge. p.16 
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exchange who ultimately takes up a place in the pantheon of critical theorists.   Finally, Honneth 

fails to do justice to the radical nature of Foucault’s philosophy, or to the way in which Foucault 

juxtaposes resistance and social domination, rather than concentrating – as Honneth does – on 

social struggle.22 

These issues of reconstruction aside, we are primarily interested in what Honneth takes to 

be Foucault’s account of power and the way in which power figures as part of Foucault’s 

conception of social interaction.  For Foucault, communicative intersubjectivity is formed by 

constellations of power and knowledge that cannot be uncovered or undistorted by dialogic 

rationality alone, and may only be imperfectly analysed in historical instantiation.   Discourse so 

conceived is distorted in a way similar to ‘systematically-distorted communication’, but Foucault 

provides no normative structure through which a judgement about the desirability of particular 

constellations of power and subjectivity might be reached.  

Recall that, although he believes that actual language use is intimately connected with the 

social practices and lifeworlds, Habermas argues that the transcendental structure of language 

indicates the form of an alternative form of reason that can act as a counterpoint to instrumental 

rationality. But this remains a largely abstract undertaking for, as we have already seen, actual 

communication may be quite unlike Habermas’s reconstruction.   Honneth believes that 

Habermas’s abstract understanding of communication engenders a false opposition between 

                                                           

22 As Bernstein noted in his review of Critique of Power, Foucault went to great pains to avoid talking about the 

strategic exchange of subjects or groups of subjects.  “It is as if Honneth is looking for a proper successor to the 

inadequate Marxist analysis of class conflict and struggle [...] but nostalgia is no substitute for a well-articulated 

empirically grounded theory of social conflict.  Who or what is struggling?  - and to what ends or purposes?  

Honneth never clearly answers the question what precisely is critical about a critical social theory of conflict.” 

Richard J. Bernstein, “Review:  The Critique of Power:  Reflective Stages in a Critical Social Theory.” p.527 
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norm-free power and undistorted communication; between “the sphere of conflict and struggle, 

and the sphere of discourse”.23 

Honneth retains Foucault’s conception of power as the fragile and contingent outcome of 

social interactions which are essentially strategic, but extends this to include cultural and 

symbolic levels in addition to the institutional focus found both in Habermas and Foucault.  

Hence, the interests of groups and individuals involved in social conflict come to be construed as 

moral identity claims, in accordance with the politics of recognition.   

 

5.6) The Ambiguity of Recognition 

In the preceding parts of this chapter, I have analysed some of the fundamental 

differences in approach between Habermas and Honneth, and introduced a number of 

Honneth’s criticisms of Habermas.  The most striking differences have been fourfold:  the 

emphasis on the need to adequately capture the notion of social struggle for critical theory; the 

importance of identity and recognition; the attempt to reclaim praxis as a moral category; and 

the turn towards an anthropological foundation for critical theory.  I will use the last of these as a 

framework for assessing the success of Honneth’s project as a whole in the next chapter.  But, 

from the lines drawn so far, I think that it is possible to address the question of whether 

Honneth’s work represents a distinct paradigm in critical theory. 

                                                           

23 Roger Foster, “Recognition and Resistance:  Axel Honneth’s Critical Social Theory.” p.7 
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Habermas describes communicative action as paradigm change (TCA 1, p.187) and once 

claimed that it is quite likely that the paradigm shift from the philosophy of consciousness to 

linguistic communication will be regarded as the true philosophical achievement of the present 

era.24  As I think I have already shown, there are good reasons to think of his work as 

paradigmatic.  In an essay from 1994 entitled “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect: Situating 

Critical Theory Today”, Honneth identifies the critical edge of Habermas’s theory as the 

“analysis of the social and cognitive restrictions that set limits on the unimpeded application of 

those linguistic rules” (SDD, p.327-328).  For Honneth, what makes Habermas’s form of critical 

theory unique is the way in which it offers an account of the structural forms of practical activity 

which are threatened by the direction of social development being criticised (i.e. the colonisation 

of the life-world):  he says that the communicative paradigm “fulfils all the presuppositions of the 

claim to an intramundane transcendence” (SDD, p.327).  Elsewhere, he writes, “… the greatest 

advantages of Habermas’s theory concern the question of how a specific privileged interest can 

have normative force:  the moral potential of communication is the engine of social progress and 

at the same time indicates its direction” (RR, p.242).  His sympathy for the normative 

framework provided by Habermas’s work is clear enough.  However, Honneth argues that 

although Habermas succeeds in “equating the normative potential of social interaction with the 

linguistic conditions of reaching understanding free from domination” (SDD, p.328), the 

development of the socio-linguistic rules they use is something that takes place beyond the 

conscious experience of linguistic agents – as Honneth puts it, it takes place ‘behind their backs’.  

Consequently, he argues, the pre-theoretical foundation for Habermas’ normative claims is not 

                                                           

24 Jürgen Habermas, Die Neue Unübersichtlichkeit. p.134. Habermas also described his work as ‘paradigmatic’ in his 

acceptance speech for the Kyoto prize in 2004. Also see Jürgen Habermas, Public Space and Political Public Sphere - 

the Biographical Roots of Two Motifs in My Thought, §1. 
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reflected in the experience of social injustice, which is what originally motivates speakers to 

ethical and political claims.  The kind of experiences which inform social actors are not 

characterised by linguistic rules, Honneth argues, but the violation of identity claims acquired 

through socialisation.  Because of his focus on communication, Habermas, Honneth argues, 

overlooks the lived experience of injustice and consequences of social conflict.  Instead of 

focusing on linguistic counterfactuals, he suggests, critical theory must attend to the dynamics of 

identity development.   

This is the pivotal idea in Honneth’s approach, and I will analyse this movement in more 

depth in the next chapter in my discussion of recognition.  For the moment, though, I want to 

concentrate on Honneth’s relation to Habermas.  Honneth makes a number of ambiguous 

references to Habermas’s work in the conclusion of this essay.  For while he insists that identity 

development be given greater prominence in critical theory, this appears to remain subordinate 

to a wider framework of communicative action:  it remains “a communicative paradigm 

conceived not in terms of a theory of language, but in terms of a theory of recognition” (SDD, 

p.330).  Yet within just a few lines he insists that “the critical perspective of the diagnosis of 

contemporary society [must] shift away from the viewpoint of Habermas’s model”, insisting that 

the focus should be not on the tension between system and lifeworld, or systematically distorted 

communication, but on the systematic violation of the conditions of recognition which underlie 

the successful development of individual and group identities.  While Honneth becomes less 

tentative in subsequent texts about the recognition paradigm supplanting the communicative 

paradigm, it is my contention that Honneth at no point moves away from the communicative 

paradigm in any significant or final sense, though he does become more emphatic in his claim 
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that the preconditions for successful identity development may be analysed independently of 

communicative activity.  Another way of conceptualising paradigm change between Habermas 

and Honneth is through the idea of an anthropological turn in critical theory – this is certainly a 

phrase regularly in reviews of Honneth’s work and critical essays.  While this has more truth to 

it, such a way of conceptualising the difference between the two in terms of a critical theory is 

misleading, since for this Honneth ultimately remains largely dependent on the normative 

content of communicative action.   

No doubt, it will be difficult for me to conclusively prove this negative claim, and this is 

not to show that Honneth’s amendments to Habermasian critical theory are without value:  quite 

the contrary.  I intend to provide supporting evidence for these claims over the next two 

chapters.  I proceed by offering a fuller exposition of the anthropological foundations of 

Honneth’s theory of recognition, which are the best way to explore the differences between his 

theory and that of Habermas.  In Chapter Seven I will move to an assessment of his work qua 

critical theorist, where my goal will be to consider the extent to which Honneth is successful in 

articulating a normative foundation for critical theory in the intersubjective features of a 

philosophical anthropology. Should we be persuaded by the need for an anthropological 

foundation at all?  Can it bring us closer to justifying the diagnosis of social pathologies?  And, if 

so, what kinds of implications does this have for the developmental arc of critical theory? 
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6. Anthropological Considerations 

 

 

“Anthropology is a conflicted discipline, perpetually in search of ways to escape 

its condition, perpetually failing to find them.” 

  Clifford Geertz1 

 

6.0)   Introduction 

 Just as Habermas draws on a diverse and complex range of intersdisciplinary resources, 

Honneth similarly makes use of insights from a range of different subjects in building up an 

anthropology that can form the basis of a critical theory.  Honneth’s theory of recognition is 

based upon a reconstructive reading of Hegel’s early (i.e. pre-Phenomenology of Spirit) account of 

intersubjectivity.  In this chapter I explore the anthropological foundations of his critical theory, 

comparing them with Habermas’s interpretations of the same texts.  I begin by reviewing the 

anthropological themes of Honneth’s early work, drawing attention to the intersubjective 

account of ‘second nature’ presented in the co-authored Social Action and Human Nature (6.1).  I 

go on to draw out the nuances of Habermas and Honneth’s readings of Hegel, which form the 

bases of their respective accounts of the teleology of social interaction, and hence, normativity.  

(This is especially relevant for my argument in the following chapter.)  Focusing on the 

coherency of their interpretations, I argue against Habermas’s presentation of the priority of 

communication in the Jenaerschriften, showing how his reductive reading mirrors his abstract 

account of social action (6.2).  I go on to consider the Honneth’s alternative, which asserts the 

centrality of recognition and provides  the intersubjective foundation for his critical theory (6.3).  

                                                           

1 Clifford Geertz, Available Light:  Anthropological Reflections on Philosophical Topics. p.97 
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In the final section of this chapter (6.4)  I examine Honneth’s suggestion that recognition 

governs the formation and reformation of personal identity by examining the role of the 

psychodynamic theory of object relations which provides him with a link between relations of 

recognition and individual self-relation.  This aspect of Honneth’s thought more clearly than any 

other illustrates the way in which Honneth prioritises recognition over communication. 

 

6.1) Practical Intersubjectivity in Gehlen and Mead 

 Philosophical anthropology constitutes an attempt to more clearly conceptualise the 

human subject through the critique of the presuppositions and inconsistencies of various theories 

and bodies of knowledge.  It attempts to define the unchanging preconditions of human 

changeableness:  those features which underlie the instantiation of human being as ‘second 

nature’.  There has been an anthropological interest apparent in Honneth’s writings from the 

very start, and can be most clearly discerned in his first published work, the co-authored Social 

Action and Human Nature.2  Honneth’s interest in anthropology is derived from his interest in 

Marxism, and the belief that “an anthropological approach might be necessary for elaborating an 

interpretation of Marxism that is adequate to the present historical period” (SAHN, p.3).  

Honneth criticises traditional Marxist methodologies for describing communication and 

interaction in an insufficiently detailed way; lacking a substantive concept of human needs; and 

lacking methodological clarity. He suggests that problems like these led to the breakdown of 

                                                           

2 In what follows I basically treat the position elaborated by Honneth and Joas as Honneth’s own, and the reader 

should be aware that this work dates from a much earlier period of Honneth’s output than works previously 

discussed (notably Critique of Power).  My intention here is to trace the emergence of the anthropological interest in 

Honneth’s work rather than to continue my presentation of the recognition paradigm.  I return to developing the 

presentation of Honneth’s critical theory in the final chapter.  
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hegemonic Marxism, and argues that philosophical anthropology should be considered necessary 

for defining subjectivity “lying beyond the reach of scientific concepts” (SAHN, p.5) on the 

grounds that ‘politically efficacious analysis of processes of social change’ stand in particular need 

of “an internally nuanced concept of communication” (SAHN, p.4).  One might think that 

Habermas’s cognitive reconstruction of historical materialism might be intended to provide just 

that, but Honneth (and co-author, Hans Joas), in what should by now be a familiar criticism, 

accuse him of separating our intuitive self-understanding of social action from the logic of social 

interaction so strictly that he cannot account for “the collective experiencing of, and of the co-

operative opposition to, injustice arising out of the nature of the social system” (SAHN, p.166)”.  

As I have already intimated, this should be understood not as failure to endorse the 

communicative paradigm, but, rather, to supplement transcendental pragmatics with a nuanced 

understanding of the anthropological aspects of human interaction. 

Anthropology is regarded by Honneth and Joas as “self-reflection of the social  and 

cultural sciences on their biological foundations and on the normative content of their bodies of 

knowledge, considered in relation to determinate historical and political problems, and its 

viewpoint is that of a humanisation of nature” (SAHN, p.9).  Accordingly, the focus for such an 

investigation is not human nature per se, but the conditions which allow human being to be 

realised differently in different cultures and periods of history: what is often referred to as ‘second 

nature’.  This involves the following three methodological assumptions: 

1. Human beings humanise nature, transforming it to suit their own ends, but are also 

shaped culturally and psychologically by the resulting humanised nature. 

2. The inner nature of human beings thus changes throughout the course of the history of 

civilisation. 
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3. Though human beings are a part of nature, distinctively human being is itself a 

humanisation of nature; nature made human. 

Honneth and Joas argue that self-reflexivity is fundamentally correlated with action, and 

that self-reflexivity must remain a critically important part of anthropology’s objective.  There is 

little doubt that this reconsideration of the importance of anthropology is intended to support a 

renewed form of historical materialism, and the intended target is the structuralist interpretation 

of Marxism (SAHN, pp.26-31).  The developmental history of the human species is identified in 

the co-operative division of labour, which makes social action possible.  Such divisions function 

as ‘the organically-rooted precondition for the self-awareness proper to the human being’ (p.38) 

since human behaviour becomes motivated by shared goals and projects rather than instinctual 

needs.   

“Intersubjectivity and consciousness are thus species characters which are, in 

Marx’s anthropology, embedded in the structure of work, and for which the 

human being has acquired the capability only in the process natural evolution.  

Together with work, they constitute the three specifically human particularities to 

which the development possibilities of the human species are tied.” (SAHN, 

p.39) 

When Honneth links this anthropological framework to the concept of recognition, it is 

through a reconstruction of the writings from Hegel’s Jena period.  However, an important 

earlier step concerns his relationship to the controversial philosophical anthropologist, Arnold 

Gehlen.  Gehlen combined the concerns of philosophical anthropology with ethnological and 

biological research, accounting for the character of the human being with reference to the 

structure of human action.  In direct opposition to the solipsistic, rational Cartesian ego, Gehlen 

posits the deeply subjective, irrational and emotional content of experience [Erlebnis].  In an 

obvious acknowledgement of Habermas’s work, Honneth and Joas claim that Gehlen’s attempt 
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to escape the restriction of the philosophy of consciousness is unsuccessful because it understands 

experience solely as a property of the isolated conscious subject.   

Gehlen hoped to make the structure of anthropology dependent on the physical and 

psychical endowment of human beings understood as ‘defective life forms’.  From a biological 

point of view, human beings are unspecialised and not well adapted to live in many 

environments.  In evolutionary theory, this lack of specialisation is understood as a prerequisite 

for higher development:  organic environmental specialisation is non-reversible and non-

transferable, but the development of socio-cultural and technological strategies for survival is 

characteristic of ‘higher’ organisms.  Thus, the lack of special adaptation allows the human being 

to engage in all kind of counter-instinctive and technological forms of organisation that 

otherwise would not develop.  Gehlen accounts for the organic non-specialisation of the human 

with the thesis that man is ‘born prematurely’.3  The need to surpass instinctive behaviour leads 

to the development of fantasy, experimentation, symbol and art.  Over time, the structure of 

human wants and needs develops away from pure animal instinct and toward a second order of 

drives, based around the actions taken to satisfy first order needs.  Thus, the strategies used for 

survival become sources of pleasure independently.  According to Gehlen, the individual 

organism is overwhelmed by the stimuli around it, and faced with the permanent challenge of 

surviving in an environment to which it is not evolved.  This results in the emergence of 

institutions, which encourage the survival of the individual by functioning as “historically 

conditioned ways of mastering tasks and circumstances that are critically important to human 

life… as stabilising powers” (SAHN, p.97).  For Gehlen, institutions provide the behavioural 

                                                           

3 Honneth and Joas point out that this is an exaggerated thesis, since a being that was truly born prematurely would 

not likely survive.  It is more accurate to describe humanity as a deficient, rather than defective, species. 
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models that temper the strain of overstimulation, man’s vulnerability and misplaced instincts.  

So, for Gehlen, social problems are to be understood as institutional problems.   

Honneth and Joas’s critique is strikingly Habermasian.  The problem with such a view, 

they suggest, is that it does not permit the possibility of institutional critique through 

intersubjective communication.  Honneth and Joas present Gehlen as a solipsistic thinker who is 

unable to flesh out the concept of lived experience as he remains committed to the paradigm of 

the individual, transcendental ego. 

“The conservative institutionalism to which Gehlen’s anthropology leads in this 

fashion, with a certain degree of inevitability, has its systematic basis in a 

deficiency in his premises from the standpoint of a theory of intersubjectivity… 

Gehlen ties his anthropology so resolutely and exclusively to an individualist 

model of action that he is unable to become aware of the significance of 

intersubjective modes of action for socialisation as well as for the history of the 

human species.” (SAHN, p.58) 

 The intersubjective dimensions to Gehlen’s model of social action are subsequently 

provided by the pragmatist philosopher, George Herbert Mead.  Rather than understand 

behaviour in terms of stimulus and response, Mead hoped to combine a theory of instrumental 

action with a theory of interaction through an enquiry into the functions of communication and 

self-consciousness.  Honneth and Joas argue that he thus takes on the mantle of the question of 

the constitution of self-consciousness from German Idealism (SAHN, p.62).  They identify three 

themes in his work that lead the search for an adequately intersubjective account of human being 

in a broadly Hegelian direction.  Firstly, a basic confidence in the emancipatory prospects of 

scientific rationality; secondly, a concerted effort to root ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ [Geist] in the organism; 
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and, thirdly, the attempt to elaborate a theory of intersubjectivity that adequately captured the 

social orientation of the self. 

Mead shares Gehlen’s emphasis on Lebensphilosophie, but takes as his starting point the 

social act, rather than the individual subject.  This does not refer, as it did for Gehlen, to the acts 

of the individual understood against a social context, but to ‘the collective behaviour of a group 

of organisms belonging to the same species’ (SAHN, p.62).  One of Mead’s insights is that the 

human being is unique among organisms since it is capable of orienting its behaviour toward the 

potential reactions of others, having the ability to represent and anticipate the potential 

behaviour of the other.   

“As a result of this internal representation of the behaviour of the other, different 

agencies are now developed in the human individual.  For now the individual 

human being makes his own behaviour an object of his consideration in a similar 

fashion to the behaviour of his partner; he sees himself from the perspective of the 

other.  The drive-impulses are now joined by an agency that serves to assess them; 

this agency consists in the expectations of the other’s reactions to the expression 

of the impulses in action.  In this connection, Mead speaks of the ‘I’ and ‘me’.” 

(SAHN, p.64)  

For Mead, the ‘I’ refers to the source of creativity, intention, and biological drives.  The 

‘me’, the (internalised) representation of the other can throw up a number of contradictory 

impressions that must be synthesised by the ‘I’ in order to maintain a consistent self-identity that 

is capable of action.  Thus, the self emerges through communication with others.  

 Unlike Mead, who places self-reflection and communication at the heart of human 

sociality, Gehlen opposes action with reflection, considering reflection to be a potentially 

dangerous activity that threatens to displace us from our idealised and institutional social 

practices.  The authors class this as a form of anthropology that “causes the intersubjective 
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structure of human action to disappear behind its instrumental relationship to its object” 

(SAHN, p.65).  However, they note that Gehlen supports the communicative character of 

human action in Der Mensch.   Honneth sees the great shortcoming of Gehlen’s anthropology as 

the treatment of instrumental action as a force in itself rather than a distinctively human response 

to our place in the world.  For Honneth & Joas, Gehlen’s downplaying of the communicative 

nature of human interaction lead to an incorrect understanding of human capabilities in his 

anthropology:  “if one begins, as Gehlen does, with the single actor, then one becomes aware, 

certainly, of speech as a highly developed form of sensorimotor behaviour, but its dialogical 

character appears to be of secondary importance” (SAHN, p.66). 

 Honneth and Joas go on to critique Gehlen from a position inspired by Mead.   They 

argue that Mead’s approach is more logically rigorous and more adequately reflects the structure 

of human interaction.  Different understandings of ‘me’ are synthesised into the ‘generalised 

other’ with which an adequately developed self interacts dialectically. 

“Following this path, Mead can take the organism-environment model as the 

starting point of his epistemological investigations without naturalising human 

cognition in any reductionist fashion or depriving it of its universal claim to 

truth.” (SAHN, p.69)  

This synthesis of Gehlen’s naturalistic orientation and Mead’s account of the importance of 

symbolic interaction thus provides the conception of practical intersubjectivity which “supplies 

the fundamental prerequisite for an anthropology of social action” (SAHN, p.70).   

 I would like to note that these passages provide a clear indication of Honneth’s fidelity to 

Habermas’s theoretical paradigm.  Practical intersubjectivity is here understood in terms of the 

structure of communication, and Honneth clearly intends to preserve as much of the basic kernel 
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of communicative action as much as possible.  What is being emphasised here is a conception of 

subjectivity still based upon communicative lifeworlds, but one which stresses the importance of 

the internalised representations of the perspectives of others for the development of the self.  Just 

as for Habermas, the genesis and development of the self is something that happens through 

communicative interaction. 

 Honneth’s appropriation of Mead is key in this respect, for it provides a way of 

accounting for the development of individuality through recognition which is naturalistic, and 

thereby the means for Honneth to claim that his own anthropological reconstruction remains 

within the remit of postmetaphysical thinking.  Mead also provides the filter through which 

Honneth will read Hegel (SFR, p.71). 

 Honneth’s reading of Hegel is extremely important for our purposes because it provides 

the foundation of his critical theory.  In an important sense, Habermas’s own approach is based 

on an alternative reading of Hegel that survives from the early 1970s right through to his late 

works.  I will now turn to their respective readings of Hegel in order to understand the difference 

in their accounts of intersubjectivity and social action.  

 

6.2) ‘The Spoken Word’ 

 According to Hegel, social life is regulated and ordered by customs and tradition.  These 

practices not only determine the patterns of interaction among people, but also incorporate the 

resulting cultural products into new forms of shared life, and new forms of consciousness.  Thus, 
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each cultural age has its own ‘Spirit’ [Geist] and the history of Spirit is the history of human 

reason.   

 In his reconstruction of the development of Hegel’s philosophy, Habermas has suggested 

he presents us with two alternative conceptions of Spirit.  The first of these, identified with the 

early (pre-system) Hegel is an account of de-transcendentalised intersubjectivity that can be read 

as a critique of the subject-centred philosophy representative of modernity; the second, which he 

associates with the Hegel of the Encyclopaedia, makes intersubjective recognition subordinate to 

the self-reflexiveness of an overarching, monological ‘Spirit’.  The latter fails to conform to the 

parameters of postmetaphysical thinking and thereby falls prey to the ubiquitous philosophy of 

the subject.  Following Horkheimer and Adorno, Habermas argues that Hegel’s dialectical 

categories are inadequate for social critique. 

“The structure of reified consciousness continues on in the very dialectic that is 

offered as a means of overcoming it, because everything that is of the nature of a 

thing counts for it as radically evil.” (TCA 1, p.373) 

Although Habermas, like his Frankfurt predecessors, remains indebted to Hegel for 

articulating the dialectical nature of experience, he remains critical of the positive character of 

speculative idealism.  Under this interpretation, such a perspective, rooted in the ‘philosophy of 

consciousness’ cannot conceivably accommodate any adequate idea of reconciliation since its 

foundation is bound up with speculative metaphysical claims and a tacit conservatism.  Thus, for 

Habermas, Hegel comes to represent the “culmination and endpoint” of any attempt to 

“systematically develop and ground the idea of reason, the idea of a universal reconciliation of 

spirit and nature” (TCA 1, p.377).   
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Manuscripts from Hegel’s formative period do fare a little better, since Habermas takes 

them to be less encumbered by the metaphysical and teleological burdens of the Hegelian system.  

Habermas has consistently suggested that it is in Hegel’s Jenaerschriften, written between 1800 

and the publication of the Phenomenology of Spirit in 1807, that the theoretical basis for 

understanding the nature of social interaction may be found (TP, p.142; TJ, p.197-8).  

Habermas’s most detailed analysis of Hegel’s Jena writings can be found in an earlier work (i.e. 

pre-Theory of Communicative Action) entitled Theory and Practice, though his analysis had not 

changed significantly by the time of Truth and Justification, a treatise on epistemology from 

2003.4  Habermas believes that these writings present the outlines of a communicative, 

intersubjective theory of the formation of human consciousness in terms of “the rational 

reconstruction of the necessary preconditions of cognitive operations, the critiques of 

unconscious hypostatizations and false self-images, the decentering of self-centered perspectives, 

the securing of one’s own identity” (TJ, p.203).  In his later work, however, according to 

Habermas, “gambled away what, from hindsight at least, appear to be his original gains” (TJ, 

p.176).5 

 According to Habermas’s reading, Hegel’s intersubjective understanding of subjectivity 

remains, of course, a an important dynamic throughout his work, but come to be seen as 

secondary to, and derivative of, the teleological development of Geist.   Yet there are aspects to 

Hegel’s account of intersubjectivity which are clearly teleological.  Under Habermas’s analysis, 

                                                           
4 I am in agreement with Espen Hammer, who reads the account of the Jena Hegel provided in Truth and 

Justification as a slightly revised version of the arguments first presentated in Theory and Practice.  As a result, I will 

treat these two texts as presenting the same basic interpretation of Hegel, despite the fact that they are separated by 

almost thirty years.  See Espen Hammer, “Habermas and the Kant-Hegel Contrast”,  p.130, n.9. 

5 “Only in the course of the Jena period, with his own concept of absolute knowledge, does Hegel secure a position 

that allows him to go beyond the products of the Enlightenment... with [his] concept of the Absolute, Hegel 

regresses back behind the intuitions of his youthful period.” (PDM, p.22) 
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labour, for instance, is dependent upon language because language provides the basis upon which 

we are able to meaningfully conceptualize the world, express our desires and co-ordinate our 

practical activities.  For Habermas, labour and interaction thereby come to designate related 

domains of communicative action, meaning that communication is not derivable from relations 

of production. While Marx stressed the role of productive labour for autonomously transforming 

the world, developing new techniques and technologies in order to reproduce social life, 

Habermas argues that he did nor fully appreciate the dependency of these forms of praxis on the 

universal structure of communication.  “Marx,” he writes, “does not actually explicate the 

interrelationship of interaction and labour, but instead, under the unspecific title of social praxis, 

reduces the one to the other, namely: communicative action to instrumental action” (TP, p.168-

169).  He goes on to suggest that the young Hegel’s account – which dialectically intertwines the 

distinctive nature of human labour with the capacity to use language – provides a superior 

account of the basis for social interaction:  but only when the filter of communicative action has 

rid it of metaphysical residues. 

In Hegel’s lectures, Habermas finds an account of how communicative ‘Spirit’ mediates 

language, labour and mutual recognition, arguing that it is only through the organising power of 

intersubjective communication, which provides the conceptual resources necessary for 

systematise our experience of the world, that collective action and shared understandings of 

rationality become possible.  ‘Practical’ intelligence manifests itself in shared projects of labour 

and praxis while Geist requires the social space created by relations of mutual recognition within 

which to realise itself.   
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There is undoubtedly some evidence for this interpretation in other parts of the 

Jenaerschriften.  In System der Sittlichkeit, Hegel argues that it is only in and through interactive 

and spontaneous forms of oral language that we are collectively able to express our struggle with 

the natural world:  written forms of communication (the ‘corporeal sign’) and ‘gesture’ (‘mien’) 

are found to be insufficiently dialectical.  Since they do not raise claims that are in principle open 

to challenge in a dialogical context, they are unable to adequately capture the symmetrical 

dependency of interpersonal relations. To put it in Habermas’s terms, they contain the kernel of 

communication that precedes the development of communicative action proper.   

“[t]he spoken word unites the objectivity of the corporeal sign with the subjectivity 

of gesture, the articulation of the latter with the self-awareness of the former.  It is 

the middle term of the intelligences; it is their logos, their rational bond.  

Abstract objectivity, which is a dumb recognition, gains in it [an] objectivity of its 

own... it is at once absolute recognition.” (SEL, p.115) 

According to Habermas, Hegel should have remained faithful to this insight, which 

makes communication the crucial component in establishing the relations of recognition that 

enable us to comprehend each other as free-thinking, autonomous and rational agents.  Referring 

to the systematic way in which Hegel analyses the social role of language, he remarks that “Spirit 

is the communication of individuals [Einzelner] in the medium of the universal, which is related 

to the speaking individuals as the grammar of a language is, and to the acting individuals as is a 

system of recognized norms” (TP, p.146).  It is clear, then, that Habermas takes the useful part 

of Hegel’s Jena thought to be the insight into the manner in which bases for social action and 

identity formation are regulated communicatively:  “communicative boundaries”, he says, 

“underlie every possible cooperation” (TP, p.158) in a substantive way, unlike the “always 

precarious basis of mutual recognition” (TP, p.151).  We therefore see that Habermas 
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understands recognition as communication’s impoverished cousin, a less reliable grounding for 

the intersubjective basis of moral activity.  Accordingly, he affords communication a kind of 

ontological primacy. 

However, Habermas presents this as Hegel’s own insight, when in fact Hegel appears to 

think quite the reverse.  Whereas Hegel, following Fichte, held that recognition provided the 

intersubjective structure through which the unity of subject and object can emerge dialectically as 

intersubjectivity, Habermas argues that mutual recognition can be understood only as “dialogic 

relation” between moral agents who are united by both a “relation of logic” and “the praxis of 

life”.  This moral relationship – which Habermas asserts is the sole dialectical relationship – is 

understood as essentially communicative.  This reductive account of dialectical movement 

suggests that relations of recognition must come after – or emerge from – dialogic relations. 

Consequently, Habermas can only see any struggle for recognition as nothing more than a 

“reconstruction of the suppression and reconstitution of the dialogue situation as the moral 

relationship” (TP, p.147).  However, Hegel describes the process by which language emerges 

specifically in terms of recognition.  Habermas interprets Hegel’s text in such a way as to make 

the structure of recognition dependent on linguistic interaction.  Under his analysis, language 

and labour are in a dialectical relationship, but both are prior to the ethical-dialogical 

intersubjectivity of patterns of recognition.  As the preceding quote on the ‘spoken word’ makes 

clear, this amounts to a reversal of Hegel. The problematic implication of this is that 

communication, which is necessarily cognitive, would have to logically precede re-cognition, but 

one can only communicate with a being that has been identified as communicative.   
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It seems rather more plausible to consider the more fundamental phenomenological 

structure of intersubjectivity, with Hegel, as being. It is the striving of individual to know their 

own essence in the face of the negation of the other and end the vacillation between the negation 

of the self and the negation of the other that the dialectical process begins.  The movement of 

Spirit begins “not with the positive aspect of knowing oneself in another and thereby seeing the 

self-negation of the other; but on the contrary, with not knowing oneself in the other, and rather 

seeing his, the other’s, being-for-self in the other.” (JLPS, pp.114-115)  For Hegel, individuality 

is produced by the interpersonal relation, and cannot be presupposed by it.  This is not to preclude 

the idea that acts of communication have significance for relations of recognition, but shows that 

they must be subsequent to the more primordial or essential structure of recognition.  It is for 

this reason that Hegel takes intersubjective recognition to be prior to speech. 

“Thus what must happen first is recognition: the individuals are love, this being-

recognized, without the opposition of the will - (i.e., wherein each would be the 

entire ‘conclusion,’ [and] wherein they enter only as characters, not as free wills). 

Such recognition is to come about. There must become for them what they 

[already] are in themselves. Their being for one another is the beginning of it.” 

(JLPS, p.112) 

This directly contradicts Habermas’s suggestion that “language is the first category in which 

spirit is not conceived as something internal, but as a medium which is neither internal nor 

external” (TP, p.153).  This in itself has no necessary implications for Habermas, who always 

claims to be interpreting Hegel productively rather than faithfully, but if recognition is the 

primary category of intersubjectivity then certain conclusions follow from this.  If, as Honneth 

has suggested, recognition is a pre-communicative feature of intersubjectivity, then Habermas 

needs to show that it does not have the same rational, organising quality as intersubjective 
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communication.  Furthermore, Hegel does not think that Spirit is reducible to language or that 

language provides the sole apparatus through which historical progress comes about.  Rather, 

language reifies life.  Through speech, “...the living natural relationship [becomes] a fixed 

relationship which it was not previously” (SEL, p.116).  This seems to suggest that language 

reduces possibilities for social action (rather than providing their conditions of possibility) since 

through speech what is natural and spontaneous attains a permanent, positive and historical 

quality.  

 What is evident when reading Habermas’s writings on the young Hegel is that all activity 

becomes subsumed into the attempt to reach communicative understanding; mutual 

understanding functions as the telos for activity more generally understood.  Honneth will 

likewise introduce a teleological element:  the development of ‘successful’ identities.   

 

6.3) Recognition in Hegel’s Jenaerschriften 

Like Habermas, Honneth has affirmed the central importance of Hegel’s early work for 

critical theorists, stating that these writings constitute the first systematic attempt to explain our 

cultural and historical cultural life in a way that can provide a social theory with normative 

content (MDSS, p.197).  For this reason, Honneth suggests that the Jena writings are the only 

legitimate starting place for understanding Hegel’s notion of recognition [SFR, pp.5/10/30/63] 

and explicitly connects this with the diagnosis of pathologies of social integration (FWS p.xxii).  

Honneth takes Habermas’s interpretation of the Jenaphilosophie to have successfully reconciled 
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two traditions of interpretations:  the Marxist-Lukácsian examination of the importance of 

labour and the intersubjectivist Hegelian tradition given emphatic form by Alexandre Kojève.  

He reiterates the Habermasian suggestion that the concept of Geist as intersubjective recognition 

is supplanted in Hegel’s mature thought by a monological conception of self-reflexive 

consciousness:  by the time of the Realphilosophie, “ethical life has become, in short, a form of 

monologically self-developing Spirit and no longer constitutes a particularly demanding form of 

intersubjectivity” (SFR, p.60).  Unlike Habermas, he maintains that relationships of recognition 

are not reducible to acts of communication. 

What is unique about Hegel’s Jena writings, Honneth suggests, is that they invert a 

paradigm familiar from classical political thought (and of primary importance in the thought of 

Machiavelli and Hobbes).  If we begin from the atomistic anthropological premise of a 

permanent state of hostile competition between individuals, political activity can be seen as 

nothing more than the raw exercise of power by one individual over another.  Such a ‘state of 

nature’ entails that mistrust and fear are the naturally dominant forms for one person’s regard for 

another.  While both Machiavelli and Hobbes accept that this cannot be an end for political 

theory, they are only able to overcome it by freeing the sovereign from all normative obligations 

(The Prince); or by subordinating personal liberty to authoritarianism (Leviathan) (SFR, p.10).  

For Hegel, by contrast, individuality is produced by the edifice of interpersonal relations, rather 

than being presupposed by it:  from the outset, Hegel sets his conception of political identity at 

odds with the tradition of contract theories which take individual competition in the ‘state of 

nature’ to be originary:  human essence is to be found in the ensemble of social relations, not in 

the abstracted individual. 
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Unlike Habermas, Honneth does not take the dialectic of labour and interaction to be 

the most important insight in Hegel’s Jena writings.  The social interdependence of ‘ethical life’ 

depicted by Hegel is, for Honneth, dependent upon the ethical formation of subjects through 

struggles for recognition which, when successful, “leads to a state of communicatively lived 

freedom” (MDSS, p.198).  Honneth expresses approval for the Habermasian critique, and does 

not think it unsound to read Hegel’s theory of recognition – with Habermas – as “an explication 

of the particular communicative conditions that should be able to guarantee a successful form of 

community organization” (FWS, p.xxi).  Nonetheless, Honneth argues, it is only through a fuller 

understanding of the relationship between recognition and socialisation – one that does not 

restrict itself to the sphere of practical communication – that a critical theory can adequately 

account for the development of undamaged individual identities:  accordingly, “[t]he ‘struggle 

for recognition’ represents the over-arching medium of spirit’s process of ethical formation” 

(MDSS, p.198). 

Under Hegel’s conception, recognition is bound up with the development of 

consciousness and self-consciousness.  Kant had already argued that the basis for the objectivity 

of knowledge was the ‘transcendental unity of apperception’, which resolved the dichotomy 

between the (thinking) subject and an object of their experience by arguing that each makes the 

other possible (at the level of representation).  Hence, the unity of consciousness enables the 

existence of subject and object as each permits the other at the transcendental level.  The 

transcendental law is held to show that “appearances in experience must stand under the 

conditions of the necessary unity of apperception… only thus can any knowledge become 

possible at all” (CPR, A 110).  Like Kant, Hegel thought that the capacity to be conscious of an 

object as something external and distinct demands reflexive self-consciousness, since without the 
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subject’s awareness of itself qua subject for whom something is distinct, the object cannot be 

presented as known.  However, Hegel makes this requirement dependent on the symmetry of 

mutual recognition:  one’s recognition of other self-conscious subjects as self-conscious entities 

equivalent to oneself, and, additionally, on one’s recognition of them as similarly recognising 

oneself as a self-conscious subject whose consciousness is an other for the other.  We can thereby 

distinguish two distinct forms of recognition as Hegel understands them.  The first is concerned 

with our capacity to perceive, identify and re-cognise objects of the level of experience: “being-

recognized”, he says, “is immediate actuality” (JLPS, p.120). The second, thicker sense allows us 

to identify ourselves and others as self-conscious beings who reciprocally offer and demand 

recognition of each other intersubjectively.6  This distinction is therefore between empirical forms 

of recognition and normative ‘demands’ for recognition which originate from other subjects. 

Hegel presents the move from the empirical to the intersubjective dialectically through 

the ‘struggle for recognition’ that occurs when two beings who are ‘for themselves’ as individuals 

encounter each other.  Since they cannot both be both a subject and an object for themselves, 

they are unable to simultaneously maintain their egocentric perspective. 

“... [T]he previous cognition [now] becomes recognition. The two know 

themselves as being-for-themselves; they are separated in this way [by what they 

have in common]. The movement is the life-and-death struggle. From this, each 

proceeds in such a way that he sees the other as pure Self, and it is a knowledge of 

the will; and so that the will of each is cognizant, i.e., reflected completely in itself 

in its pure unity.” (JLPS, pp.117-118) 

The notion that this is a ‘life-and-death’ struggle emerges once again in the 

Phenomenology of Spirit, where the risking of one’s life is essential for both to “raise the certainty 

                                                           

6 Though both senses of the term are usually rendered into English as ‘recognition’, the first, cognitive sense of the 

term is typically denoted by the verbs Erkennen or Wiederkennen,  the second by Anerkennung. 
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of being for themselves to truth, both in the case of the other and in their own case” and to 

become recognised as self-conscious and autonomous (PS, §187).  Just as in the Phenomenology 

this “trial by death” (PS, §188) is the only secure foundation for self-consciousness and ethical 

life,7 the earlier Hegel is unequivocal about the centrality of recognition for social life and the 

formation of identity: “man is necessarily recognized and necessarily gives recognition”, he writes, 

“as recognizing, man is himself the movement [of recognition]” (JLPS, p.111).  This interpersonal 

tension is only resolved when “with the mutual recognition of our equality as wills, we recognize 

one another as equally autonomous and therefore as independent – and thus as different”.  Hegel 

therefore presents recognition – and struggles for recognition – as an inevitable and essential part 

of human life that provides the normative structure of intersubjectivity through the mutual 

recognition of autonomy.8   It is in recognising others as living beings that the individual is 

recognised as living independently within the whole since this individuality consists of being a 

part of the social whole.  At this point, to recognise the structure of life is to “[think] of the other 

as an absolute concept” (SEL, p.124.).  In contrast to the account of intersubjectivity through 

lordship and bondage in the Phenomenology, where the goal is to the pre-moral, 

phenomenological satisfaction of one’s own sense of self-consciousness, the dialectic of lordship 

and bondage in its earliest formation emerges “whenever individuals as such enter into [a moral] 

relation in connection with what is most ethical” (SEL, p.126).  At this stage, the lord is 

understood as indifferent, “purely as a person or as a formally living being” (SEL, Ibid.) while the 

                                                           
7 “... the realm of ethical life [is] nothing else than the absolute spiritual unity of the essence of individuals in their 

independent actual existence; it is an intrinsically universal self-consciousness that takes itself to be actual in another 

consciousness... it is precisely therein that the universal self-consciousness is aware of its unity with it, and only in 

this unity with this objective being is it self-consciousness [...] The single individual consciousness, conversely, is 

only this existent unit in so far as it is aware of the universal consciousness in its individuality as its own being, since 

what it does, and is, is the universal custom.” (PS §349) 

8 As Leo Rauch’s neat collorary to Berkeley has it:  esse est agnosci:  “to be is to recognise” (JLPS, p.33). 
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bondsman is differentiated, made ‘particular’ by his obedience to an actual, specific person.  The 

tension in this relationship is dialectically resolved by Hegel into the family unit. 

“The indifference of the lordship and bondage relation, an identity in which 

personality and the abstraction of life are absolutely one and the same, while this 

relation is only something qua apparent and external, is the [patriarchal] family.  

In it the totality of nature and all the foregoing are united; the entire foregoing 

particularity is transformed in the family into the universal.” (SEL, pp.126-127)9 

As Honneth notes, the family becomes the basis for regulated relations of exchange 

between property owners and begins the process of legal universalisation (SFR, p.18), and so 

crime is understood as a form of ‘misrecognition’.   

Hegel then traces the dialectical evolution of these basic forms of recognition into more 

complex institutional forms such as the family, religion, law and the state.  Honneth argues that 

it is in this transition from ‘natural’ ethical life to the modern state that Hegel fails to adequately 

expound how the structures of ‘absolute’ or ‘spiritual’ ethical life develop from the structure of 

interpersonal recognition.  He writes: 

“What remains completely unclear [is] what these undeveloped potentials of 

ethical life must be like, if they are to be already inherent, as an existing 

difference, in the initial structures of social ways of life.  And left equally open in 

the text is the question of the supposed shape of this process of recurring 

negations by which these same ethical potentials could develop in the direction of 

universal validity.” (SFR, p.15) 

                                                           

9 It is interesting to note that Hegel considers the relationship of servility and mastery to be a natural one.  As H. S. 

Harris suggests, like Aristotle – and unlike Hobbes – Hegel considers the dialectic of domination and submissiveness 

to be more fundamental than desire and the satisfaction of need. This would make the dialectic of recognition 

logically and ontologically prior to any other human activity.  Cf. Harris, Hegel's Development:  Night Thoughts (Jena 

1801-1806). p.112 
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This view leads Honneth to conclude that the theory of recognition must be extracted 

from these texts and distilled into a ‘formal’ theory of ethical life which integrates the plurality of 

legal, ethical and familial relations of recognition into a unified whole (SFR, p.171).   

 

6.4) Individuation and Autonomy 

We are almost in a position to begin assessing the merits and demerits of Honneth’s 

critical theory, but there remains an outstanding anthropological question over the processes by 

which recognition is held to drive the formation of identities.  The suggestion here is that Hegel 

anticipates a form of ethical life based around the concept of recognition, but does not make 

sufficient use of the insight that human beings form their identities – and not just their 

subjectivity – through the experience of intersubjective recognition.  In order to develop a 

positive sense of identity, Honneth proposes, individuals must learn to view themselves positively 

from the perspective of society, and to have a justified sense of self-esteem.  Mead is once again 

an important tool in Honneth’s attempt to naturalise the insights of another thinker, but 

Honneth turns to theories of identity development in the object relations school of 

psychoanalysis – and especially the work of Donald Winnicott – to provide the crucial link 

between individual identity and the political, civic and familial components of ethical life by 

explaining the emergence of autonomous subjectivity through different forms of recognition.   
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According to object relations theorists, identity begins to be formed in infancy, when the 

child develops a sense of self through interaction with others.10  The process of identity formation 

begins in the dyadic relationship between the infant and the primary care-giver.  As we noted in 

the discussion on Gehlen (§ 6.1), human infants are helpless and require the support of 

caregivers to fulfil their physical and emotional needs.  The relationship between infant and 

caregiver is so intimate that much of their emotional life, and much of their social activity, is 

shared, a kind of “undifferentiated intersubjectivity” which is close to symbiosis (SFR, pp.98-99).  

During this phase the caregiver acts as a kind of “facilitating environment” for the child, one 

which is not differentiated from the rest of the world in the experience of the infant.11  

Gradually, through mediating the infant’s experiences, the caregiver is distinguished from the 

infant via a process Winnicott refers to as ‘graduated de-adaptation’.  As part of the infant’s 

psychological, physical and emotional development, they become less dependent upon the 

caregiver and more able to comprehend and interact with the world independently.   But the 

process by which the infant comes to manage themselves – and to distinguish represented reality 

from external reality – is a gradual one which involves transitional attachments to both favoured 

objects and other people.  The ability of the young child to function alone therefore depends on 

the perceived continuity of the primary caregiver in their psychic life through other people or 

objects.  The nature of these feelings of care and affirmation develop as the boundaries of the 

facilitating environment gradually widen to include a variety of intersubjective relationships that 

in some way emulate the original symbiosis.  Object relations theorists claim that this process 

                                                           

10 Though I will not trace them here, there are notable similarities between this developmental account of infant 

subjectivity and the account of the emergence of Spirit provided by Hegel in the first four chapters of the 

Phenomenology of Spirit. 

11 D. W. Winnicott, The Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment. p.85 
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does not end with adolescence or childhood, but serves as a blueprint for the way that adult 

interpersonal relationships work as well.  Winnicott concludes from his observations of the 

process of infant maturation that the psychic health of adults depends on the possibility of 

exploring desires in a playful or co-operative way.  Honneth interprets this as having the same 

features that one would find in a recognitional stance towards oneself (R, p.66). 

Note that the acquisition of speech and knowledge of the various grammatical forms of 

address for both self and others plays little part here.  Just as Hegel emphasises the priority of 

recognition over speech, so Honneth suggests that it is recognition – and not communication – 

that underpins the development of subjectivity. 

“[W]e can take as our point of departure a symbiotic foundation of every form of 

recognition, no matter how generalized:  recognition of a person comes about 

only with the help of media that, by virtue of their symbiotic structure, are 

modelled on the expressive bodily gestures with which human beings confirm 

their social validity to one another...”.12   

Note that this echoes sentiments of reservation about the ontogenetic primacy of 

communication in Habermas’s thought first expressed in Social Action and Human Nature 

(SAHN, p.85).  In addition, what is being offered here is an alternative to the fragmented 

account of subjectivity propounded by the postmodern tradition where selfhood is understood as 

a constantly shifting and unstable process.  The attempt to provide a comprehensive 

reconstructive account of ‘second nature’ can also be understood as a way of meeting Foucault’s 

normative scepticism through an indeterminate anthropology which can avoid the threat of 

anthropocentrism.  Many of the considerations we have traced in Honneth’s attempt to provide 

critical theory with an effective anthropology through this chapter are clearly tied up with the 

                                                           

12 Axel Honneth, “Invisibility:  On the Epistemology of ‘Recognition’” p.117 
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dominant themes of Habermas’s work.  Though I maintain that the differences between 

Honneth and Habermas are to be thought of nuances rather than as distinct paradigms, I have 

suggested that Habermas and Honneth present us with alternative emphases in their accounts of 

the telos of social action, and supported this contention with evidence from their respective 

readings of Hegel.  I have also presented some of the anthropological reflections on Gehlen, 

Mead and Winnicott which inform Honneth’s critical theory of recognition. 

Honneth has argued that, subject to the collection of sufficient supporting empirical 

data, philosophical anthropology can play the same foundational role for critical theory as 

Habermas’s universal pragmatics.13  But it is important not to think of this approach as too 

radical:  recall that Habermas himself does maintain certain anthropological propositions 

pertaining to the linguistic processes of reaching understanding.  Another way of making this 

point is to consider the possible structure of a critical theory which made no anthropological 

commitments whatsoever – it might well bear resemblance to Foucault’s genealogies and 

reproduce the accompanying normative problems.  So the fact that Honneth makes greater use 

of anthropology does not in itself indicate a dramatic move away from Habermas’s theoretical 

paradigm. 

The important question for our purposes is whether or not Honneth’s anthropology can 

furnish critical theory with an appropriately robust normative foundation.  Honneth attempts to 

do this through a reconstruction of the formal conditions of ethical life, and an account of social 

pathology based upon failed relations of recognition, to which I will now turn.   

                                                           

13 Osbourne, Peter, ed. A Critical Sense:  Interviews with Intellectuals. p.100 
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7. Pathologies of Recognition 

 

“It must be possible to say of the members of a society that they are able to lead 

successful, non-distorted lives only when they all orientate themselves by means 

of principles or institutions which they can recognize as rational goals for their 

own self-realization.  Every deviation from this ideal as outlined must lead to a 

social pathology insofar as the subjects recognizably suffer from the loss of 

general, communal ends.” 

         Honneth1 

 

7.0)  Introduction 

 How are we to understand the difference between social pathology and moral failure, and 

how does Honneth’s account of social pathology relate to the version offered by Habermas?   To 

make sense of these differences, and to show why I think Honneth is right about the need for 

critical theorists to use and defend the category of social pathology, I proceed by examining the 

concept of a social pathology in more detail (7.1).  I argue that critical theorists are obliged to be 

realists about social pathologies, and that the category itself shows a way of solving the problem 

of normative foundations.  After explaining and discussing Honneth’s theory of recognition and 

ethical life (7.2) I explore the relationship between social pathology and social teleology in more 

depth, comparing Kantian and Aristotelian accounts of teleological judgements and arguing that 

realism about social pathologies could only be supported by the Aristotelian account, which does 

not conform to the contours of postmetaphysical thinking (7.3).  I go on to criticise Honneth’s 

theory and to show that both he and Habermas face a problem in accounting for social 

pathologies that could be solved by returning to a more explicitly philosophical approach (7.4).  

Finally, I assess Honneth’s most recent work on reification, suggesting that his most recent 

                                                           

1 Axel Honneth, “Critical Theory”.  p.786 
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attempt to locate the foundations of a critical theory face a serious problem, but nonetheless 

indicates a potential path to a new formulation of critical theory (§7.5). 

 

7.1) On Social Pathology 

Though the expression ‘social pathology’ was rarely used by first generation members of 

the Frankfurt School, references to ‘social pathology’, ‘pathologies of capitalism’ or ‘pathologies 

of modernity’ are now ubiquitous throughout the literature on critical theory.   Yet the very idea 

of a social pathology has received little direct treatment from critical theorists.  Honneth has 

argued that the category of social pathology is what gives social criticism [Gesellschaftskritik] as 

practised by critical theorists a methodology that is distinct from the various analytic traditions of 

moral, social and political.  He insists that only to the extent that the idea of a social pathology – 

and its assumptions – can be plausibly interpreted and defended, does critical social theory have 

anything distinctive to say, that cannot be said just as well by the Anglo-American traditions in 

normative moral and political philosophy, as well as so-called ‘traditional’ theories. If Honneth is 

right, the status of critical social theory as a distinctive form of social criticism is bound up with 

the fate of the idea of social pathology.2    

Although he also makes the less convincing suggestion that all social criticism may be 

understood in terms of social pathology, I want to claim that Honneth is right about this as far as 

critical theorists are concerned.  The idea has much to commend it, offering a way of drawing 

together the often disparate output of thinkers in the Frankfurt tradition into a unified 

                                                           

2 See Axel Honneth, “Pathologies of the Social”. p. 370 
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methodology which draws together sociological theses about social reproduction with critiques of 

institutional rationality and moral argument.  Furthermore, locating social pathologies at the 

deepest and most fundamental level of social interaction supports the idea that critical theorists 

investigate something which is beyond the remit of most social philosophy or sociology.  In any 

case, let it be provisionally allowed that this is the most coherent attempt made so far to draw the 

various strands of critical theory together.  Even Habermas, who has been much more reticent 

about the centrality of the category of social pathology as his work has progressed, reasserts the 

importance of the idea of social pathology in various places – notably at the beginning and end of 

Theory of Communicative Action (TCA 1, p.xxvii / TCA 2, p.376). 

But we are still left with a troubling question:  what precisely are social pathologies?  To 

have anything more than a circular definition, there must be some way of showing how there is 

something specific about the work of critical theorists.  It cannot be, for example, that social 

pathologies are simply widespread moral failures, for these would seem to be reducible to moral 

problems or questions.  But Honneth is emphatic that this is not the case: “capitalism”, he 

writes, “is to be understood as a pathology, and not merely social injustice” (D, p.14). 

According to Honneth, the diverse investigations of the Frankfurt School remain 

informed by the idea of society failing to live up to its own rational standards.  This notion of a 

deficient social rationality may be traced back to Hegel, who first analysed the incapacity of 

modern societies to fully express the rational potential already immanent in their culture, 

practices and institutions.  We have seen that, for Honneth, this basic idea of societal rationality 

equates to the different registers of social recognition that form the basic model of intersubjective 

social action.  For Habermas, the same role is played by communicative action.  Recall that the 
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first generation of critical theorists shared a conviction in the profound ‘unfreedom’ fostered by 

the modern world, but adhered to a (qualified) dialectical materialism.  They all agreed that 

society is irrational citing the prevalence of subjective preferences over of objective truths; an 

over-administered society; the degradation of genuine possibilities for criticism or resistance; the 

general failure of moral norms and the ideological obfuscation of true needs as the symptoms of 

this irrationality.  Thus, we can find a number of ways in which this idea of a basic societal 

rationality might be thought to have gone awry.  For Honneth, the idea of social pathology 

provides a way of linking these disparate ideas together in a distinctive way and for showing that 

critical theory has a specific methodology.  Thus, Honneth argues that all of the various 

formulations of critical theory there is a constant normative presupposition:  that there is a 

primary or originary constitution of social relationships that should be intact, but is not.3   

Critical theorists have traditionally understood the resulting pathologies to be the result 

of unchecked capitalism.  Honneth neatly sums up their general approach when he writes that 

“the historical past should be understood as a process of development whose pathological 

deformation by capitalism may be overcome” (SPR, p.337).  But, as yet, we are still within the 

realms of a circular definition, for the accounts that have so far been provided have differing 

accounts of what precisely this basic unit of social interaction should be understood to be. 

What can we say about social pathologies?  Most simply we can say that they are both 

‘social’ and ‘pathological’.  The former adjective is a little easier to explain than the latter.  From 

‘social’ we can infer that the effects of social pathologies are detectable at a social level since that 

                                                           

3 He also argues (less convincingly) that all social philosophy “has always been characterised by anthropological or 

historical-philosophical figures of thought out of which the ethical criteria for determining social pathologies have 

arisen” (D, pp.40-41). 



Page | 180  

 

is where they are generated and where they have their efficacy.  But quite in what sense they are 

‘pathological’ is less clear, and the worry here is that societies simply aren’t the kind of thing that 

can be pathological.  Pathologies are phenomena that affect organisms.  Unless societies are like 

organisms in some important way, then we can’t be referring to pathologies, but something else.  

In this case, the phrase simply stands as a kind of metaphor for social problems of a more general 

sort.  Indeed, there is in fact a degree of precedence for this:  sociologists have previously used the 

phrase to refer to social problems like alcoholism, crime, bullying, or sexually transmitted 

diseases.4    But in any case, the idea of a social pathology has no special status in this kind of 

sociology, simply standing as a kind of descriptor of social phenomena that are widely held to be 

wrong.  Thus, in sociology, the expression ‘social pathology’ is intimately connected with a 

conception of public welfare.  Another way in which we might make sense of the idea of social 

pathology sociologically is through the idea of deviance.  According to this approach, what is 

statistically common is ‘normal’ and what is statistically uncommon is ‘abnormal’.  But since 

deviance theory is based on statistical norms, it cannot adequately distinguish descriptive and 

normative aspects; its understanding of the pathological is simply derived from conceptualising 

the normal as the common.  In addition, it is not concerned with the idea of a deficient social 

rationality.  Any account of social pathology as Honneth has outlined it faces the more difficult 

task of showing how social pathologies result from failures of reason. 

Let’s proceed by considering the medical analogy in more depth.  When a clinical 

pathologist makes a professional judgement, it is on the basis of diagnosing disease through the 

                                                           

4 The idea of the pathologic group or institution was highly influential in American and European sociology in the 

19th century.  Though the pathological approach was most popular in the sociology of the early part of 20th century, 

it underwent something of a renaissance in the 1960s  and remains an active research category.  Significant studies of 

social pathology may be found in Bird (1862); Smith (1911); Queen (1925); Day (1934); Schuman (1936); 

Wooton (1963); Rosenberg et al. (1964); Pietrowski (2006); and Henry (2008).  
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examination of organs, tissues and fluids, sometimes posthumously.  The pathologist diagnoses 

disease by examining disease processes, organs, tissues, fluids, all of which can reveal something 

about the organism as a whole.  If an organ or other sample is judged to be pathological, then it 

has ceased to play the appropriate functional role within the organism as a whole.   

It is worth noting that pathological descriptions of this kind effectively collapse any 

fact/value distinction:  to ascribe the adjective ‘pathological’ to a being is both to offer an 

objective description of it and simultaneously make a value judgement about its current state 

being bad or harmful for it (based on the kind of being it is).  Honneth appeals to the medical 

analogy directly.  He writes: “the precise detection and definition of an illness affecting the 

human organism... pathology [therefore] represents precisely that organic aberration that is 

disclosed in a diagnosis” (D, p.34).   But it is important to realise that this kind of diagnosis – 

which identifies ‘misdevelopments’ [Fehlentwicklungen] – is only possible for the pathologist 

because there exists some understanding of what the proper functions of the different 

components of the body are, and how their present state differs from what it should be.  

‘Pathological’ denotes that condition where an entity or part of an entity ceases to function as it 

should.  So the idea of aberration seems to apply both in the somatic account of pathology and 

the social account as well. 

I would like to note two things about the medical analogy.  Firstly, clinical pathologists 

are realists about somatic pathology:  the kind of judgements they make must be supported by 

the view that pathologies are real conditions for which the appropriate evidence may be 

produced.  Similarly, critical theory “is dependent upon the quasi-sociological specification of an 

emancipatory interest which is anchored in social reality itself” (SDD p.323) and must be 



Page | 182  

 

understood as a reflective form of rationality that is anchored in the historical process (SFR, 

p.337).  These judgements are also supported by the second aspect I want to draw attention to, 

which is the need for a teleological understanding of how an organism (or part of it) ‘works’ in 

terms of normal or usual behaviour.5  In fact, without any sense of teleology it is not possible to 

provide a pathological description of any organism:  one must know at least what is proper to 

that being in order to be able to identify the improper.  But knowledge of the well functioning 

body is quite unlike knowledge of the good society, the denial of the possibility of which is 

common to all critical theorists.  If ideological obfuscation reaches as far as critical theorists claim 

it does, then the medical analogy begins to break down.   

The idea of correct function allows us to see clearly where the attraction of the 

anthropological approach lies for Honneth.  For if a philosophical anthropology can set out a 

thick enough account of what would constitute a successful form of life, then it can validate the 

description ‘pathological’ with reference to an account of normal or proper function, just as in 

the medical analogy.  But it is important to note that this requires critical theorists likewise to be 

realists about social pathologies.  ‘Social pathology’ shouldn’t simply denote a sort of useful 

fiction which serves to unite the theoretical interests of thinkers from a certain sort of intellectual 

background because of the way that the concept draws together factual and normative 

judgements.  Given that the great challenge facing critical theorists is how to mediate a 

normative critique of society and an empirically informed, factual account thereof, the fact that 

pathological descriptions effectively collapse any distinction between facts and values.  So, while 

it may be that critical theory could make use of a similarly vague catch-all phrase to indicate the 

                                                           

5 This point is also made in Dieter Freundlieb, “Rethinking Critical Theory:  Weaknesses and New Directions.” 

pp.84-85 
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distinctive methodology of the critical theorist – though this would undoubtedly weaken any 

claims to be investigating real phenomena – I submit that the phrase ‘social pathology’ carries too 

many unwelcome normative connotations to be used in this way.  Unless, of course, it can be 

shown that such language is justified. 

Critical theorists have, of course, questioned the legitimacy and coherence of the 

fact/value distinction (see §2.1).  Science – and especially positivism – is often seen in the early 

Frankfurt School as a tool of the capitalist culture industry, an ideological extension of 

instrumental rationality dedicated to the more efficient exercise of power.  Scientific ‘facts’ are 

similarly taken to be a false abstraction from the social totality, which is value-laden.  However, 

as far as the instruments of critical theorists are concerned this seems to be a crucial point,  for 

the idea of a social pathology provides a potential solution to the normative problem in critical 

theory precisely because of this co-identification of facts with values.  The distinction re-emerges 

in Habermas’s theory of communicative action as a distinction between realms of validity.  With 

the anthropological turn in critical theory, the issue seems to rise once more to the fore:  if we 

take certain features of human existence to be normative, then distinguishing normative from 

non-normative aspects of our constitution becomes incumbent upon us.   
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7.2) Recognition and Ethical Life 

I am now in a position to show how Honneth’s reconstruction of Hegel informs his 

approach to the normative problem in critical theory.  The critical normative standard for 

Honneth’s critical theory will be a formal notion of ethical life which accommodates the “process 

of realizing, without coercion, one’s self-chosen life-goals” (SFR, p.174).  The intersubjective 

dimension of Honneth’s theory is characterised by the claim that positive forms of self-relation 

become possible only through patterns of mutual recognition; accordingly, these represent the 

conditions that we must presuppose in order to know the general structures of a good life.  There 

is an immediate moral connotation here, for any form of misrecognition or social disrespect 

[Mißachtung] has a corrupting effect on the wellbeing of the individual or group.  The capacity 

of the individual to exercise their own autonomy – and hence, to act morally – therefore depends 

upon their ability to live out those values which they take to be part of their authentic character. 

Honneth organises these patterns into the following three categories.  The sphere of ‘love’ 

is “constituted by strong emotional attachments among a small number of people” (SFR, p.95) 

and includes familial relationships, erotic relationships and friendships.  By successfully receiving 

recognition of this kind in the form of unconditional love, Honneth argues, individuals become 

able to develop ‘basic self-confidence’.  The sphere of ‘respect’ concerns universal legal 

relationships of rights, which, when successfully recognised, facilitates the development of 

individual self-respect.  The final sphere of recognition involves the recognition by others of what 

is particular to oneself and one’s context.  These three forms of recognition are contrasted with 

three corresponding forms of misrecognition:  the violation of the body (‘love’), the denial of 

legal rights (‘respect’) and the denigration of particular ways of life (‘esteem’), each of which 
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corresponds to form of damaged identity.   As we have seen, these patterns of misrecognition 

provide the impetus for struggles and social movements in the form of “hurt feelings” (SFR, 

p.163) or “negative emotional reactions” such as shame or indignation (SFR, p.135).  

Furthermore, the tripartite division of types of recognition is phenomenologically linked to three 

different forms of the practical self-relation: self-confidence refers to the personal ability to 

express one’s own needs or desires, fostered by the feeling of being surrounded by a sphere of 

unconditional love and emotional support; self-respect results from the status of being a bearer of 

equal rights, and thus being publicly recognized as an autonomous moral agent; and self-esteem 

is derived from the positive assessment of one’s own unique accomplishments and abilities. 

Mode of recognition emotional support cognitive respect social esteem 

Dimension of Personality needs and emotions moral responsibility traits and abilities 

Forms of recognition 
primary relationships 

(love, friendship) 
legal relations (rights) 

community of values 

(solidarity) 

Developmental potential               - 
generalization,               

de-formalization 

individualization, 

equalization 

Practical relation-to-self basic self confidence self-respect self-esteem 

Forms of disrespect abuse and rape denial of rights, exclusion denigration, insult 

Threatened component of 

personality 
physical integrity social integrity ‘honour’, dignity 

Figure 4.  The structure of relations of recognition (SFR, p.129) 

 Of the three spheres of recognition, the sphere of love – which incorporates familial 

relations and friendships – is most fundamental because it establishes the basic principles of 

affection and care that attend the development of basic subjectivity that precedes the other forms 

of recognition (SFR, pp.38-39; 107 / RR, p.139).  The symbiotic elements of graduated infant 

detachment appear to inspire the forms of disrespect for this sphere, which centre around 

physical abuse.  The sphere of ‘love’ is made up of strong emotional attachments among an 
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intimate network of people and includes familial relationships, erotic relationships and 

friendships.  By successfully receiving recognition of this kind in the form of unconditional love, 

Honneth argues, individuals become able to develop ‘basic self-confidence’ which is “the basic 

pre-requisite for every type of self-realization” (SFR, p.176).  The forms of disrespect that relate 

to the sphere of respect involve the denial of rights, or the exclusion of particular groups from the 

processes that guarantee their autonomy, such as the ability to create laws, or freedom of speech.  

The kind of actions this respect might inspire seem to be largely negative:  to prevent institutions 

or organisations from interfering with the lives of individuals or groups unnecessarily, and so 

enabling people to be self-determining.  The final sphere of recognition involves the recognition 

by others of what is particular to oneself and one’s context through ‘social esteem’, which 

Honneth presents as a symmetrical process of cultural evaluation.  Members of communities are 

able to be esteemed for their contributions to shared objectives and projects, and receive social 

recognition for their “freely chosen goals” (FWS, p.227).  Thus, Honneth attempts to be able to 

claim, with the liberals, that our intrinsic human dignity necessitates the legal institutionalisation 

of equal rights for all (FWS, pp.239/246) and at the same time maintaining the communitarian 

conviction that a normative notion of community which can provide individuals with esteem for 

the unique character of their contributions (FWS, p.246).   

This typology leads Honneth to propose that the structure of intersubjective recognition 

provides a normative orientation in the form of the development of healthy or undistorted 

identities.  Disrepsectful behaviour “represents an injustice not simply because it harms subjects 

or restricts their freedom to act, but because it injures them with regard to the positive 

understanding of themselves that they have acquired intersubjectively... The normative self-image 

of each and every human being... is dependent on the possibility of being continually backed up 
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by others” (SFR, p.131).  Honneth follows Hegel in claiming that good or healthy relations of 

recognition are a necessary condition of agency and moral subjectivity (RR, p.174).  So primal 

does Honneth take the need for recognition to be that it effectively acts as the motivating force 

behind all social development and social action.  However, since it is effectively a pre-social 

impulse, it is only ever invested in (presumably) imperfect historical forms (RR, pp.131-132).  As 

a result, no archetype or template for the good society may be derived from this anthropology.  

Instead, Honneth aims only to specify certain formal conditions that must pertain for 

subjectivity to develop in a healthy or undistorted without prescribing the concrete form this 

might take.  Honneth’s formal conception of ethical life is intended to set out the preconditions 

that are necessary if individuals are to be able to achieve a full or flourishing sense of self-

realization.  Respect and esteem can only be widespread if societies are structured in such a way 

that citizens feel valued, included and loved.  The formal conception of ethical life is “meant to 

include the entirety of intersubjective conditions that can be shown to serve as necessary 

preconditions for individual self-realization” (SFR, p.173). Honneth sets out his hopes for his 

theory as follows: 

“[t]he three patterns of recognition [...] are defined in a sufficiently abstract, 

formal manner to avoid raising the suspicion that they embody particular visions 

of the good life. On the other hand, from the perspective of their content, the 

explication of these conditions is detailed enough to say more about the general 

structures of a successful life than is entailed by general references to individual 

self-determination.” (SFR, p.174) 

Clearly, the question of whether these formal conditions can provide enough specificity 

while retaining this kind of flexibility is central to the success of Honneth’s endeavor.  By 

restricting his approach to the formal conditions of ethical life, Honneth can preserve the kernel 
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of the Kantian conception of autonomy as self-governance or self-direction (which surfaces in 

Habermas as a rather abstract focus on linguistic rule-following) while at the same time leaving 

enough room for the kind of communitarian narratives that provide the backdrop to the 

development of identity.  Furthermore, formal ethical life needs to abstract enough to 

accommodate diverse systems of value engaged in ongoing struggles for recognition of various 

kinds.  Honneth needs to show that this framework is robust enough to support the idea that we 

should consistently interpret the multiplicity of negative emotional experiences in respect of 

frustrated self-realisation.  As Christopher Zurn puts it, Honneth needs “to show that the telos of 

self-realization through intersubjective recognition itself should be the governing ideal of social 

regulation”.6  With this in mind, let us examine the reasons why any teleological account of 

social pathologies might be thought problematic for critical theorists before moving on to an 

assessment of Honneth’s theory. 

 

7.3) Postmetaphysical Teleology 

 The success of Honneth’s enterprise depends upon (i) showing that a sufficiently 

normative form of teleological development exists; (ii) that it could form the basis for social 

critique by successfully articulating social struggles and claims to recognition and (iii) that in 

doing so it does not contravene the ‘postmetaphysical’ approach to critical theory.  This kind of 

teleology was, of course, first suggested by Aristotle and continues to find modern proponents.  

In the Politics, Aristotle states that the polis exists by and in accordance with nature, and is 

                                                           

6 Christopher Zurn, “Anthropology and Normativity:  A Critique of Axel Honneth’s ‘Formal Conception of an 

Ethical Life’”. p.121 
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structured as an organic whole that is not reducible to its parts.  According to Aristotle, the polis 

is a necessary condition for flourishing, since the individual cannot remain human outside its 

association.7  The polis exists for the sake of the flourishing of its citizens.  Thus, in Aristotle’s 

fêted formulation, man is phusei politikon zôion, an “animal fit by nature for life in a polis” both 

by natural impulse and common interest.8  Aristotle often describes the Athenian polis as the best 

possible state on account of its facilitation of natural goodness.  He argues that political 

association is natural, but social institutions are open to normative assessment since human 

reason should supplement and improve upon simple nature.  When Aristotle speaks of the 

welfare of the social organism, he praises those cities that have just laws, customs and institutions, 

and can promote eudaimonia as a happiness and virtue rather than simply sustaining “mere life”.9   

For the Aristotelian, to adequately recognise an individual life form is to apply a certain 

set of interpretations and judgements that is supported by reference to the form of other 

individuals like them and, in the case of human recognition, like oneself.  According to this 

approach, we can naturalistically arrive at judgements about what is good for a particular being.  

Furthermore, we can make pathological judgements about groups or colonies of creatures, such 

as “this school of fish is diseased” or “these plants are infertile”.  It is not a great leap from here to 

be able to speak intelligibly about social pathologies.  The difficulty, of course, lies in applying 

such schema to human being at a social level. 

One common objection to Aristotle’s social teleology is the deep difficulty involved in 

making determinate or transcendent judgements about specifically human forms of the good.  

                                                           

7 Aristotle, Politics. 1253 a27 

8 Aristotle, Politics. 1278 b15 

9 Aristotle, Politics. 1252 b8 
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According to this line of objection, the virtue ethicist simply overstretches the intimate 

connection between goodness and purposes when they allude to human purpose, which has 

indeterminate natural purpose (if it has purpose at all).  Thus, there seem to be trenchant 

difficulties in establishing a ‘natural’ account of the good life that could furnish a normative 

conception of good society.10 

A further set of problems are generated by the ‘postmetaphysical’ formulation of critical 

theory after Habermas.  The fundamental premise of a postmetaphysical approach is that we start 

‘from within’.  The reconstructive approach is based upon the conviction that there is no way to 

circumvent our own way or form of life:  we inevitably start from our own situation, with no way 

to understand nature or reality from an external or transcendent viewpoint. We are always 

already within our language and our own life form.  As we saw in our discussion of Habermas’s 

Kantian turn (§2.5), the upshot of such an approach is the rejection of the kind of metaphysical 

objectivism that typically plays an important role in teleological accounts of the good life. 

Habermas makes the following criticism of the work of Alastair MacIntyre, which is 

representative of his general critique of substantive notions of the good life. 

 “[MacIntyre] gets into problems with his recourse to the Aristotelian concept of 

praxis as soon as he attempts to extract a universal core from the unavoidable 

pluralism of equally legitimate forms of life which is typical of modernity.  Where 

does he derive [the] metaphysical pre-eminence of the polis as the model form of 

                                                           

10 It is worth noting that even prominent virtue ethicists, such as Foot (1978) or MacIntyre (1981) remain sceptical 

about objective accounts of the human good, and of Aristotle’s ‘metaphysical biology’. Even those who are less 
sceptical, such as Rosalind Hursthouse (1987) tend to see the virtues as instrumental to human flourishing.  

Perfectionism need not ground itself in an account of human nature.  John Rawls, for example, has characterised 

perfectionism as the pursuit of optimum “achievement of human excellence in art, science and culture”.  Rawls 

associates this kind of demand with Nietzsche’s call for a culture which supports the progress of its greatest 

specimens.  I shall not debate the merits or demerits of his approach here, but it is worth noting that Rawls’s account 

leaves open the question of what makes a culture or individual of moral value.    John Rawls, A Theory of Justice. 

p.325 
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life, where human beings [can] realize the telos of the good life?  [In] modernity, 

the plurality of individual life-projects and collective life forms cannot be 

prejudged philosophically...” (AS 348) 

Yet, as we saw at the end of Chapter Four, that this kind of judgement is precisely what 

Habermas has tried to do in the case of preimplantationary genetic diagnosis (§4.4).  Habermas’s 

view of judgements about the good life has been challenged by Thomas McCarthy, who argues 

that when Habermas regards the objective world, he consistently fails to see past the objectifying 

stare of the experimental observer, and as a result is left with an impoverished sense of natural 

purposes.11 McCarthy is right to challenge the Habermasian suggestion that theories of natural 

judgement after Kant must involve anthropocentricism and pre-critical metaphysics.12   

Kant’s defence of teleological judgement was motivated by the need to resolve an 

antinomy between freedom and necessity first presented as the ‘Antinomy of Pure Reason’ in the 

first Critique (A 538-567 / B 566-595).  The Critique of Pure Reason aimed to show that the 

‘understanding’ synthesises our experience of the world into general empirical laws without 

requiring claims to know nature in itself.  However, he remained unable to account for precisely 

how general laws related to specific cases, since this would require a higher principle of ‘reflective’ 

judgement that is not encapsulated by the understanding.13   

As presented in the first Critique, the division between the realm of noumenal, rational 

freedom and the mechanistic world of empirical nature creates a form of conceptual dualism.  

                                                           
11 Thomas McCarthy, Ideals and Illusions:  On Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory. 

pp.148-149 

12 As Habermas says of judgments of natural purpose:  “such attempts would have to lead back to metaphysics, and 

this behind the levels of learning reached in the modern age into a reenchanted world.” Jürgen Habermas, “A Reply 

to My Critics.” p.245 

13 Andrew Bowie, Schelling and Modern European Philosophy . p.32  See also CJ (Preface to the Second Edition of 

1700), p.6 
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Kant thinks that he closes this dichotomy with the suggestion that “freedom may stand in 

relation to a quite different kind of conditions from those of natural necessity... [both] may exist, 

independently of one another and without interfering with one another” (CPR, A 557/B 585) 

but this does not seem satisfactory.  The division of reason and nature into the suprasensible and 

sensible poses a philosophical problem which yields only unsatisfactory solutions.  If the subject 

is a part of nature then it would seem to be unspontaneous, since it is hostage to these same laws 

of mechanistic determinism, and our ethical freedom becomes little more than epiphenomenal 

“since it is only in the assumption of freedom that the negation of morality contains any 

contradiction, freedom, and with it morality, would have to yield to the mechanism of nature” 

(CPR, Preface to Second Edition, B xxix.).  Conversely, if the natural world is not (at least 

generally) causally synchronised, then empirical science clearly could not work; and so we would 

be obliged to relinquish epistemological claims that seem to be justified inferentially.  In order to 

resolve this dichotomy – and to explain the interaction between the intelligible and phenomenal 

realms – Kant employs the concept of natural purpose as a form of reflective judgement.15   

The point here is that teleological judgements need not conform to Habermas’s portrayal 

of scholastic or pre-critical teleology.  But if the diagnosis of social pathology involves an (least 

negative) teleology then something at least of philosophical judgement is involved:  precisely the 

kinds of judgements that Habermas and Honneth think belong to the philosophy of 

‘consciousness’.  Without any form of teleological judgement, I suggest, we cannot make sense of 

the idea of social pathology at all.  Kant’s form of teleological judgement might be better suited 

to the postmetaphysical paradigm, but it could not be used to diagnose social pathologies since it 

                                                           

15 As Beiser remarks, natural purposes close the fissure between the ideal and the real since “the purpose of the 

organism, its formal or ideal element, is inherent in its matter, the material or real element”. Frederick Beiser, Hegel. 

p.97 
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cannot demonstrate the constitutive status of a teleological end:  it cannot sustain realism about 

social pathologies, which, as we have seen, is required if they are to be understood as anything 

other than a useful fiction. 

 

7.4) Critique 

 With this in mind, let’s turn to Honneth’s own theory of recognition in order to 

ascertain its success as a critical theory.  As we have already seen, Honneth posits a particular 

form of self-realisation [Selbstverwicklichung] as the telos of social relations, supported by a 

reading of Hegel which construes recognition as the rational component of social action (§6.3).  

Let’s consider the kind of successful life or form of life that Honneth’s account of flourishing can 

accommodate before examining the kind of account of social pathology that this supports. 

 The core of Honneth’s theory is the idea that individuals will develop the right kind of 

relations to themselves and to others if the appropriate conditions of recognition pertain.  The 

telos of such a process – the healthy or undistorted form of self-relation – cannot itself act as a 

point; Honneth believes that the forms of social struggle are effectively endless, and that patterns 

of recognition are in constant development.  As a result, quite what the right kind of self-relation 

that is achieved or shored up by relations of recognition is not clear. Honneth refers to the 

“positive understanding” (SFR, p.131) of the self that is acquired intersubjectively, but the fact 

that one has a positive self-image in no way necessitates either that one should have a positive 

image.  This objection has been raised most consistently against Honneth with respect to social 

groups based around hatred, such as neo-Nazis.   As a group, they provide esteem and positive 

relations of recognition to their members.  It is likely that being a neo-Nazi can provide 
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individuals with a positive sense of self, and it is also likely that such groups provide their 

members with a sense of solidarity and esteem.  It is, of course, quite another thing to suggest 

that this is somehow supported by the very nature of social relations.  But what is distinctive 

about claims to recognition is the demand to be met on one’s own terms and have one’s way of 

life respected.  Honneth’s way out of this problem is strikingly Habermasian.  Marginalised 

groups, he suggests, need to articulate their claims at the shared social level, since “the normative 

self-image of each and every human being...  is dependent on the possibility of being continually 

backed up by others” (SFR, p.131).  By articulating their moral experiences in the democratic 

public sphere, Honneth believes that such individuals will come to see both the error of their 

positive self-regard, and that individuals only belong to such groups because of the impact of 

“disrespect and ostracization” upon them (SDD, p.336).  But this seems to make a significant 

assumption about the ways in which the values of such groups are formed, and to downplay the 

incommensurability of ideological differences.  In any case, if this were found to be true, the 

members of such groups would undoubtedly share in the kinds of negative moral experiences 

that Honneth argues are the foundation of any struggle for recognition, and there is no reason to 

think of a neo-Nazi as someone who is incapable of a positive view of themselves.  As Alexander 

& Lara note, “confident people can be, and have been, anti-Semitic, rascist and misogynistic”.16 

The grounding of a theory of recognition in the experience of disrespect is, therefore, met 

by an obvious objection.  Why should the experience of disrespect be considered a justified 

normatively compelling phenomenon rather than simple psychological fact?  If I am a person of a 

certain sanguine disposition whose anger is quick to arouse and disproportionately harsh, it may 

                                                           

16 J. C Alexander, and Maria Pia Lara, “Honneth’s New Critical Theory of Recognition.” p.131 
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be reasonably be said that I should seek to respond differently rather than act upon my hurt 

feelings.  Similarly, the experience of disrespect does not in itself show that my disrespect is 

reasonable or well-founded.  To account for this objection, Honneth insists that it is only at a 

collective or systematic level – at the level of social movements – that such feelings need to be 

taken account of.  But this is surely unsatisfactory:  history is littered with examples of 

reactionary or unsavoury social movements.  Why should we believe that struggles for 

recognition take as their inevitable end point a state of mutual recognition which supports the 

development of self-relation?  Couldn’t struggle lead to other conclusions – such as violence or 

domination – or even be aimed at them from the start?  Honneth seems to accept the 

Foucauldian insight that all human experience is mediated by networks of power in ways that can 

distort moral experience, but remains tied to a somewhat one-dimensional account of moral 

experience. 

 The sphere of cognitive respect relates to relationships of recognition which are 

instantiated as legal rights, and, since they apply to all individuals, as human rights.  This 

principle of equity is designed to ensure that the duties of ethical life are distributed equally 

among all members of the polity.  I do not wish to argue that there is anything particularly 

problematic about this claim, but it is worth noting that any legal principle, assuming that it is 

applied consistently, will encompass this.  As a result, we need not rely on a theory of recognition 

of the type here expounded to provide what is essentially a principle of justice.  Similarly, the 

sanctity of one’s physical integrity is surely a very general principle of ethics, though it is 

interesting that Honneth chooses rape and physical abuse to represent the form of disrespect that 

correlates to the sphere of love.  Presumably, there are forms of disrespect that contravene the 

requirements of emotional recognition more closely – forms of emotional mistreatment like 
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betrayal, threats, psychological torture, and so on – than these forms which centre on the 

phenomenological body.  It may be that we can trace the influence of child developmental 

psychology here:  infants need to have their physical needs attended, and their physical form 

respected, before they can go on to develop an emotional life.  But surely the character of these 

emotional needs changes in line with the individual’s experiences and comes to take more 

complex and abstract forms. 

 Let’s now contemplate some of the potential features of a formal ethical life which are 

not encompassed by Honneth’s framework.  Perhaps the most telling of these is one of the 

simplest.  Honneth’s typology does not include any form of distributive justice, or refer to any of 

the material conditions we might expect to be a given in any account of human flourishing.  This 

is not to say, however, that Honneth completely overlooks them:  the appropriate allocation of 

material goods is the theme of Redistribution or Recognition?, a volume co-authored with Nancy 

Fraser in 2003.  But since Honneth insists that any such distributions must be derived from prior 

relations of recognition, he is unable to claim that material well-being is an intrinsically 

important part of human well-being.  While an extensive discussion of distributive justice would 

take me away from this discussion, it is worth noting that Honneth’s normative monism can 

make no room for it.  And yet, in light of the many millions around the world who lack enough 

to eat or a place to live, the notion that critical theorist may be more occupied with establishing 

the frameworks within which identity can develop to its full potential is jarring.  Perhaps this is 

unfair to Honneth, who suggests rather that the priority should be to address “institutionally 

caused suffering and misery” through assessing existing forms of recognition (RR, p.117).  But a 

nuanced account of the nature of experienced injustices is only relevant if one wishes to articulate 

these experiences at the level of public debate, and so once again we find Honneth coming to rely 
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on the normative content of Habermas’s critical theory as a necessary complement to 

recognition. 17 

 When I refer to the normative content of Habermas’s theory, I have in mind the 

underlying conception of a deliberative public sphere, the normativity of communicative action, 

and communicative conception of freedom, all of which I have tried to show so far Honneth 

requires as integral part of the theory of recognition.   But, while Habermas need not make any 

reference to existing political situations in accounting for the normative basis of communicative 

action – they are provided by the transcendental structure of validity claims (§3.2) – Honneth’s 

attempts to base critical theory in a reconstructive anthropology leads to an uncomfortable 

tension between the ahistorical conditions of recognition and their historical instantiation as 

shaped by social forces.  Of course, to appeal to a timeless philosophical anthropology would no 

doubt take Honneth so far away from the postmetaphysical paradigm that many of the central 

methodological assumptions made by Habermas would have to be sacrificed, not least because 

such an anthropological approach would, like a species ethic, devalue consent even if it were 

achieved in accordance with discourse ethics.  But perhaps this is where Michel Foucault’s 

skepticism about the possibility of any objective understanding of human nature is most relevant:  

if all that is conceptually or empirically available to us is ‘second nature’ we will no doubt 

struggle to show that anything but the most basic biological norms are important and 

normatively binding aspects of human life.  If it is through patterns of recognition and 

communication that social mores and  values are passed on through generations, then in the 

                                                           

17 See FWS 266-7 / SDD 337, and Honneth’s comments in Gwynn Markle, “From Struggles for Recognition to a 

Plural Conception of Justice:  An Interview with Axel Honneth.” p.385.  Further support for the idea that 

Honneth’s conception of freedom is communicative may be found in Suffering From Indeterminacy, where Honneth 

interprets Hegel’s Philosophy of Right as an attempt to conceptualize ethical life and intersubjective action as a form 

of communicative freedom.  See pp.21, 27, 29, 31-33, 35, 41, 47, 60. 
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pathological society, where relations of domination are prevalent, they provide the means for the 

perpetuation of social pathologies.  As long as the patterns of recognition remain relative to 

particular instances of second nature, there are grounds for questioning the emancipatory force 

that a critical theory of recognition might transmit. 

 But what alternative is there?  An appropriately sophisticated naturalism might be able to 

contribute increasingly nuanced understanding of our development, functions and processes, but 

it would never be able to deliver judgments about proper function, which must be 

philosophically reflective.  The role of philosophy in Habermasian and Honnethian critical 

theory is so diminished as to be unable to perform this task.  Both Habermas and Honneth base 

their understanding of the goal of social interaction on readings of the early Hegel, and in both 

cases their account of social pathology is derived largely thereof.  But in attempting to provide 

critical theory with an anthropological foundation while avoiding the perceived threat of 

metaphysical teleology, Honneth has to revise the normative ambitions of his critical theory 

drastically downward while simultaneously relying on the structure of communicative action.  

Honneth appears to concede the limitations of the postmetaphysical paradigm when he writes 

that “every reconstructive approach to social critique naturally faces the problem that it cannot 

by itself justify that which renders the normative ideals in question defensible or desirable”.18  To 

put it succinctly, I submit that this adherence to Habermas’s work effectively stifles the reach and 

ambition of Honneth’s critical theory. 

 This is not to suggest that Honneth’s work doesn’t represent an important development 

of the Habermasian paradigm.  His theory of recognition represents the most coherent attempt 

                                                           

18 Axel Honneth, “Reconstructive Social Critique with a Genealogical Reservation:  On the Idea of Critique in the 

Frankfurt School.” p.8 
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yet to synthesize findings from different research areas into a critical theory while making an 

explicit attempt to preserve continuity with the different generations of critical theorists.  

However, his work has inadvertently revealed some of the shortcomings of the dominant 

paradigm in critical theory. 

 

7.5) Reification and Forgetfulness of Being 

I will now bring this discussion of Honneth’s work to a close by considering some of his 

recent work in light of these thoughts.  Honneth has attempted to put further distance between 

himself and Habermas – as well as expanding the reach of his theory of recognition – by 

providing a redescription and defence of the concept of reification [Verdinglichung] by means of 

the theory of recognition:  what David Owen has characterised as an ‘ontological turn’ in his 

thought.19  We can here detect Honneth’s instinctive attempts to return to the themes of the first 

generation of the Frankfurt School:  in addition to reviving a traditional Marxist category, the 

concept of reification allows Honneth to connect with the critique of instrumental reason in a 

more specific way than his theory of recognition hitherto has done.  Interestingly, we also find in 

this work Honneth’s first real attempt to address the problem of the status of nature for critical 

theory (§4.4). 

The appeal of approaching second nature through the concept of reification is that it 

provides a way of demonstrating the potential reach of relations of domination through all 

aspects of the social world.  Marx used the concept of reification to refer to the way in which 

                                                           

19 David Owen, “Recognition, Reification and Value”. p.577 
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persons, their labour, or the fruits of their labour are objectified under capitalism.  Not only does 

this result in dehumanisation – where people are treated as part of a production process rather 

than human individuals – but also results in things that are produced by people being seen as 

somehow independent of mankind and part of an originary nature.  The concept of reification 

perhaps found its fullest expression in the work of Lukács, where it described the way in which 

the socially produced world comes to be regarded as a natural entity.  More specifically, 

Lukácsian reification refers to forgetting the constitutive role of (proletarian) labour in creating, 

maintaining, and renewing the social world.  Reification of this genus obscures the reality of 

social relations from the labouring classes, who are unable to recognise the true value of their 

work.  This results in an instrumental attitude towards natural objects, other subjects, and one’s 

self.  Honneth identifies this as a “socio-ontological explanation of a certain pathology found in 

our life practices”(R, p.21) and notes that it is no longer clear that whether such an approach is 

still plausible.   

“It is, however, in no way certain whether we, today, may speak in such a way, 

whether we can justify objections to a certain form of life with reference to social-

ontological insights.  Indeed, it isn’t even clear whether we, in the light of the 

existing demands that present societies currently place on strategic and cold-

calculating activity, can use the concept of reification at all to express an 

internally coherent thought.” (Ibid.) 

While Honneth does not directly refer to the postmetaphysical paradigm, it seems that 

this is intended referent for the authorial ‘we’.  And yet, despite the idealist assumptions made by 

Lukács, Honneth is clearly drawn to the possibility of explaining social pathologies as both 

cognitive and moral failures which accompany reification.  His strategy is to suggest that it is a 

fundamental or primeval form recognition that characterises not just the basis of our 
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intersubjectivity, but our relation to the world itself, and it is this form of recognition that is lost 

under conditions of reification.  Crucially, this claim involves recasting the place of recognition 

in human relations from the formal preconditions of an ethical life to the most elementary form 

of our intersubjectivity. 

It is interesting that Honneth looks not to Hegel to provide the account of basic social 

interaction, but to Heidegger’s notion of ‘care’ [Sorge].20  For Heidegger ‘care’ represents the, 

authentic, ontological relationship to the world and others that Dasein loses in the everyday.  

Heidegger is clear, however, that Dasein’s concern for Being cannot in itself be anthropological:  

it is, rather, the basis for any particular philosophical anthropology.  Reification as 

misrecognition occurs when we lose sight of this relationship, resulting in “a stance in which the 

elements of out surroundings are experienced as mere objective entities” (R, p.35).  This 

represents both a cognitive failure and an existential problem.  The forgetfulness of Being thus 

conceived results in a failure to treat both the “entire spectrum of everyday life” in accordance 

with its genuine ontological status.  Consequently, Honneth argues that reification is a moral 

term (R, p.19) and a structurally false form of praxis (R, p.27) which renders subjects 

“emotionally blind” (R, p.43).21     

There is a clear suggestion that Honneth sees in reification a possible way of transcending 

the communicative paradigm in the suggestion that “our most primordial form of relating to the 

world” is found not in communicative reason or the attribution of rational motivation to fellow 

                                                           

20 It is significant, nonetheless, that the attempt to  relocate processes of recognition at the level of ‘Being’ rather than 

formal ethical life reflects Hegel’s suggestion in the Jena lectures that it Being that is the most fundamental category 

of human existence.  Honneth also attempts, with Hegel, to assert the primacy of recognition over cognition (R, 

p.40). 

21 The idea of emotional blindness is an awkward one, since it implies the absence of values, rather than the 

prevalence of the wrong kinds of values, is the result of reified social relations. 
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subjects but in a primordial ‘affirmative’ stance towards the world (R, pp.35-37).  This stance is 

also intended to reach beyond the intersubjective to Being-in-the-World more generally 

understood, so providing a way of addressing the persistent problem of the place of nature in 

critical theory. 

This much is admirable, but there is at least one serious issue with such a wide account of 

recognition which takes in the entirety of human Being that I would like to draw attention to in 

what remains. Raymond Geuss puts the point most forcefully: 

“I am recognizing you in Honneth’s sense regardless of whether I help you, harm 

you, or adopt an attitude of indifference to your existence because the recognition 

in question is prior to adopting any of these specific attitudes… If care (or 

recognition) is a precondition of everything and anything, including hatred and 

indifference, it cannot be the basis of an ethics or social criticism.” (R, pp.126-

127) 

 It is the very generality of this conception of misrecognition as reification that undercuts 

its normative potential.  Again, we see the need for a way of distinguishing between those forms 

of recognition which contribute to well-being and those that do not.  The ambiguity between 

recognition as acknowledgement and recognition as a normative notion is stretched by Honneth 

as far as it will go, but the reified or pathological lifeworld can only provide a way of 

understanding how the totality of social relations can go astray if at the same time it is able to 

indicate those ways in which non-reified practices might be different.  Being cannot in itself be a 

normative notion unless it is accompanied by a sufficiently detailed account of the nature of 

being, something that may be remembered or relearned.  And yet there remains the familiar 

problem for critical theorists:  the difficulty of showing simultaneously that social conditions 

have distorted our capacity for reason and at the same time demonstrating a rational response. 
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In a telling move, Honneth suggests that this new form of recognition as precognition 

acts almost as a kind of transcendental condition for the other forms of recognition (R, p.152).  

As well as demonstrating his ongoing proximity to Habermas, this surely suggests that his 

thought will continue in a direction that cannot adequately justify his claims regarding social 

pathologies.  And yet, if he is right about their importance, the future of critical theory hangs in 

the balance.  At this point, however, I must stop as I risk becoming too speculative:  the direction 

in which Honneth’s thought will ultimately move remains to be seen.  It is unlikely that this text 

represents a Heideggerian turn in Honneth’s work, but it does indicate one way in which critical 

theory might find its way out of its present commitments and into fresh theoretical pastures.   
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Conclusion 

  

By way of conclusion, allow me to summarise the main findings of this research.  I will 

then go on to indicate some of the ways in which this work could be developed. 

• Despite endorsing much of Habermas’s criticisms of the early Frankfurt School on the 

issue of normative foundation, I have shown that there remain serious normative 

difficulties with Habermas’s own approach. 

• I have argued that those who claim that Honneth’s work represents a distinct new 

paradigm for critical theory are premature on the basis that much of the normative 

content of his theory is still provided by communicative action.   

• Furthermore, Honneth claims that the normative potential for social interaction cannot 

be equated with the linguistic conditions for reaching understanding, but it remains 

unclear whether the theory of recognition is supposed to supplement or supercede the 

theory of communicative action.  My suggestion was that it was best understood as a 

kind of corollary to Habermas and remains within the Habermasian paradigm. 

• However, I did endorse Honneth’s more explicitly anthropological approach as a 

potential solution to some of the normative problems facing Habermas. 

• In my reconstruction of Honneth’s anthropology, I argued that recognition does indeed 

enjoy a kind of ontological and conceptual priority over communication, but I 

questioned the extent to which this priority should be considered foundational.  I 
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appealed to Hegel’s original texts for support that the idea that ‘Being’ is the most 

important category of social interaction in the Jenaerschriften. 

• I examined the idea of ‘social pathology’ and endorsed Honneth’s view that the category 

is essential to critical theory’s claims to have a distinctive methodology. 

• I went on to argue that the kind of teleological commitments that the idea of a social 

pathology requires are not compatible with the ‘postmetaphysical’ paradigm in critical 

theory.  Room must be made in any new paradigm for the role of philosophical 

judgements about the normal and the pathological, and speculations on the good life. 

• In my critique of Honneth’s theory of recognition, I argued that his work inadvertently 

reveals several shortcomings of the Habermasian paradigm, and suggested that the 

communicative paradigm effectively continues to stifle the ambition of Honneth’s critical 

theory. 

  

There are a number of areas for follow-on research which might are inspired by these 

results.  A more comprehensive, naturalistic account of human flourishing might be developed in 

such a way that it could explain social pathologies with reference to normal or expected function.  

An unlikely source of support for this might be found in the work of Adorno, whose naturalistic 

accounts of moral psychology and the phenomenology of suffering provides an alternative to 

Honneth’s normative monism. 

Another way in which this research might be developed is with reference to the kinds of 

reflective judgements that are made by social critics, and the extent to which these draws on 
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implicit notions of teleology.  The difference between constitutive and reflective forms of 

teleological judgement is one which is underexplored, perhaps because the relevant sections of 

Kant are often overlooked. 

  

The final direction of Honneth’s work remains to be seen, but the fact that he moves 

further from Habermas’s assumptions about the communicative structure of social life indicates 

that his revisions of the critical tradition are ongoing.  The move towards an existential account 

of unfree ‘being in the world’ opens up the potential for a new study of the affinities between 

Heidegger and the Frankfurt School, as existing accounts – such as those of Dallmayr (1991) or 

Kompridis (2006) –  tend to focus on the first generation of critical theorists end their narrative 

with Habermas’s theories.  Heidegger’s complex relationship to Aristotle could also provide an 

alternative way of accounting for the kinds of teleological judgements that might support the 

idea of a social pathology. 

It remains to be seen whether Honneth will ultimately end up surpassing rather than 

developing Habermas’s work.  But the findings presented here do, I hope, go some way to 

clarifying what is at stake between them, and contribute to the questions facing the next 

generation of critical theorists. 
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