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one line short

With so many unanswered questions about the status of reason after its 
eclipse, it is no surprise that the Frankfurt School’s most gifted second-generation 
theorist, Jürgen Habermas, felt compelled to seek a radically new foundation—
or better put, a functional equivalent of one—for noninstrumental rationality, 
in the hope of salvaging the critical energies of the Enlightenment tradition. To 
do so required what might be called a metacritique of the critique of instru-
mental reason, one that would avoid the alternatives of irrationalist skepticism 
and metaphysical rationalism. Habermas’s point of departure was a broad 
feeling of solidarity with the earlier Frankfurt School’s yearning for a viable 
concept of reason able to serve the cause of radical social change.1 No theory 
that could justifiably call itself critical could dispense with the cognitive insights 
and normative force that had been developed under the rubric of reason. Like 
Horkheimer and Adorno, Habermas absorbed the Hegelian lesson that reason, 
however it might be defined, had to be realizable in history, rather than con-
ceived naturalistically or transcendentally. What he liked to call the “desublima-
tion” of reason meant that he understood the imperative to realize reason 
practically in the actions and institutions of the lifeworld, which meant situated 
amid the inevitable diversity of particular cultures and specific bodies with all 
their accompanying desires and vulnerabilities. Thus the question of reason was 
not a question for philosophy alone but also for social relations in the everyday 
lifeworld of pre-reflective practices and beliefs, and even more so in the special-
ized institutions and differentiated value spheres that emerged from it. Habermas 
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one line short

thus shared and even intensified Horkheimer and Adorno’s suspicion of a 
subject-centered notion of reason, one derived from a monologic, Cartesian 
notion of the punctual self abstracted from the world. Such a self, he agreed, 
was the correlate of the isolated, asocial individual whose own preservation was 
its primary goal.

But unlike the first generation of Critical Theorists, Habermas did not pine 
for the restoration of anything that might be called objective or substantive 
reason in the emphatic, even quasi-metaphysical, sense of the term. While 
lamenting with them the hypertrophy of instrumental, technological rationality, 
which he saw as “mirroring the objective one-sidedness of the capitalist modern-
ized lifeworld,”2 he cautioned against reducing it to no more than an expression 
of reification and domination. Nor did he allow the apparent lessons of the Holo-
caust to turn him away from the rationalizing “project” of the Enlightenment, 
despite all its potential for domination. 

Instead, Habermas boldly promoted a paradigm shift, which, as his student 
Herbert Schnädelbach was succinctly to put it, involved “the replacement of 
the critique of pure reason by the critique of linguistic reason.”3 The audacity 
of this move is hard to gainsay. Ever since the Sophists challenged Plato, thinkers 
who focused on language were generally skeptical of the exorbitant claims of 
reason.4 Although as I noted in the opening discussions, modern defenders of 
rhetoric such as Hans Blumenberg could see it as a weaker form of “insufficient” 
reason, albeit one that was necessary, most devotees of logical rigor, clear and 
distinct ideas, and the scientific method sought to limit its power to obfuscate 
and confuse. Demanding strict definitions, scorning metaphoric excesses, seeking 
to root out ambiguity and vagueness, they yearned for a language that was 
transparent and precise. In response, critics of Enlightened rationalism, such as 
Hans Georg Hamann, the great scourge of Kant, mobilized all of the poetic 
resources of language—indeed a macaronic riot of different languages, ancient 
and modern—to demonstrate performatively that ideas, however internal to 
the mind they may seem, were always dependent on the medium of their ex-
pression.5 When such later critics of rationality as Kierkegaard and Nietzsche 
mounted their attacks on Hegelian metaphysics, they too drew on the polysemic, 
rhetorically excessive potential of language used more poetically than scientifi-
cally for the same end. Following the so-called linguistic turn in the twentieth 
century, exemplified by Wittgenstein’s ordinary language philosophy, the 
hermeneutics of Heidegger and Gadamer, and the deconstruction of Derrida 
and de Man, close attention to language seemed to erode still further surviving 
beliefs in the strong claims of reason.6 Even for those like Horkheimer, who 
resisted that erosion, language remained “a mere tool in the omnipotent 
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production apparatus of modern society.”7 And as for Adorno, although he 
did take seriously the power of language, including his own, the few times he 
addressed its intersubjective, communicative potential, he dismissed it for still 
privileging subjects over objects.8

Habermas, however, turned to language, understood in terms of what he 
called “universal pragmatics,” to bask in the sunlight of reason as it emerged 
from its eclipse. In so doing, he sought to avoid the paradoxical recourse to a 
mere “faith in reason,” a tacit concession to irrationality, which he had lamented 
in the philosophy of science promoted by the soi-disant “critical rationalist” 
Karl Popper.9 At the same time, he wanted to find in the world of concrete 
human practices a vantage point of rational critique that would survive the 
discrediting of dubious transcendental foundations. Against those who would 
seek to build a barrier between scientific reason, purified of the dross of linguistic 
mediation, and the alleged “sophistry” of mere rhetoric, he would warn that

one who uses “sophist” as an insult, so as to spare oneself arguing, must 
first explain the sense in which procedural rationality developed in the 
modern age and spelled out by modern philosophy can be so ominous; 
one must show, second, that in science or philosophy there can today still 
be found truths whose validity is based in the final analysis on something 
other than agreement brought about through argumentation.10

Although ultimately elaborated as a full-blown theory of “communicative 
rationality” with anthropological, sociological, and philosophical underpinnings, 
Habermas’s linguistic turn was initially stimulated by a concrete historical 
analysis developed in his Habilitationschrift (second doctoral dissertation) in 
Marburg, written under the direction of the leftist political scientist Wolfgang 
Abendroth. Although his theoretical interest in language developed only in the 
course of the 1960s—one account credits his editorial involvement with a 
Suhrkamp Press series of books by Noam Chomsky, John Searle, Gregory 
Bateson, and others11—it is already evident in his empirical study of what he 
called “the bourgeois public sphere.” In any account of Habermas’s gradual 
dissatisfaction with Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse’s concepts of reason, The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, published in 1962, must be accorded a 
primary role.12 Its own roots in Habermas’s personal narrative—the challenges 
he felt trying to communicate as a child with a cleft palate, the horrors of growing 
up in a totalitarian society where the public sphere was non-existent, the fragility 
of the postwar German democracy—are also unmistakable.13

Although concluding with a rueful account of the contemporary withering 
of a robust public sphere, which anticipated the similar argument Marcuse was 
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to make in One-Dimensional Man two years later, the book began by tracing the 
origins of a virtual space between the state, the economy, and the family in 
which individuals could meet and argue about their opinions on equal footing 
without the assumption of superiority tied to ascribed roles or innate traits. 
Whether in salons, coffee houses, Masonic lodges, voluntary reading societies, 
or learned academies, the power of the better argument based on evidence and 
logic could produce a consensus through persuasion rather than seduction, 
coercion, or deference to the status of the speaker.14 Or rather as an ideal type, 
this was the telos of the nascent public sphere, as Habermas understood it. 
Because of its critical potential, its impulse to reflect on rather than merely obey 
tradition, authority, and revelation, it paradoxically often had to be conducted 
in secret to avoid persecution, but its inherent logic was to become more trans-
parent and available for public scrutiny, thus realizing the “publicity” of the 
public sphere. Ultimately, it would have an impact on the realm of politics, 
even in a nondemocratic context: “The medium of this political confrontation 
was peculiar and without historical precedent: people’s public use of their 
reason (öffentliches Räsonnement ).”15 In legal terms, this abetted the rise of what 
Max Weber had called rational-legal authority over its traditional or charismatic 
rivals. In both the political and legal arenas, the emergence of the public sphere 
meant at least potentially that the will of the community was reached through 
intersubjective discourse, and not, as later anti-liberal irrationalists like Carl 
Schmitt had contended, by the arbitrary decision of a singular sovereign above 
the law: “Public debate was supposed to transform voluntas [will] into a ratio that 
in the public competition of private arguments came into being as the consensus 
about what was practically necessary in the interest of all.”16 Although clearly 
the participants in that debate were still limited—it was, after all, a specifically 
“bourgeois public sphere”—there was no obstacle in principle to the ultimate 
inclusion of all who wanted to join in.

Here we have a more optimistic version of the Enlightenment tradition that 
seemed to escape the dialectic of domination and mastery, self-preservation 
and self-sacrifice, described with such despair by Horkheimer and Adorno. 
Here subjects were not primarily looking at objects in order to dominate them 
or treating other subjects as if they were objects to be instrumentally manipu-
lated, but rather addressing and listening to other subjects as their equals. Here 
the concepts of rational thought were not simply vehicles for the suppression of 
nonidentity and difference, as Adorno and Horkheimer had feared in Dialectic 
of Enlightenment.17 The “disease” of reason, we might say, had not affected all 
organs of the animal rationale for Habermas.

It was ironically perhaps Hans-Georg Gadamer, with whom Habermas 
had many disagreements,18 who best expressed the spirit behind his hope for a 
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renewal of reason, when he noted that from the time of the Greeks, reason was 
understood not to be like other goods, whose possession could be hoarded by 
some:

in contrast to all other goods it is not diminished by being shared and so is 
not an object of dispute like all other goods but actually gains through 
participation. In the end, this is the birth of the concept of reason: the 
more what is desirable is displayed for all in a way that is convincing to all, 
the more those involved discover themselves in this common reality; and 
to that extent human beings possess freedom in the positive sense, they 
have their true identities in that common reality.19

A corollary of Habermas’s cautious optimism about the public sphere as a 
space for the sharing of reason was a tacit critique of the first generation of the 
Frankfurt School. Habermas explicitly rejected a full-throated Hegelian notion 
of dialectical Vernunft, defended by Marcuse in particular, as an antidote to the 
analytic Verstand that went along with technological, instrumental rationality. 
Whereas Kant could still employ “reasoning” and “rational argument” in the 
Enlightenment sense of rational argumentation, the more authoritarian Hegel, 
Habermas warned, had wrongly feared that

reasoning thought (das räsonierende Denken), as mere use of the understanding 
(Verstandebestrachtung), did not penetrate to the concrete universality of the 
concept; Hegel, faithful to the Platonic tradition, found its most exemplary 
development in the Sophists. . . . Hegel downgraded the use of rational 
arguments, especially their public use, in order to justify political authority 
(with which the reasoning public, of course, was involved in a polemical 
way) as an element on a higher level.20

Locating the remnants of noninstrumental rationality in an aesthetic enclave, 
in the manner of Adorno, was also problematic, reflecting what Habermas 
impatiently called a defensive “strategy of hibernation.”21 If there were an 
aesthetic dimension to the emergence of discursive rationality in the public 
sphere, it was expressed not so much internally in the work of art itself, through 
gestural resistance to the domination of concepts, as externally in the public 
judgment of such works conducted without conformity to pregiven rules or 
standards. What Kant had called “reflective judgments” based on paradigmatic 
exemplars and revealing analogies were a more promising locus of rational 
argumentation than either “determinant judgments” based on subsumptive 
conceptual logic or the flashes of insight produced by artistic experiences.
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For a number of years, however, Habermas’s tacit critique of the first 
generation on the issue of reason remained somewhat muted. In his 1963 collec-
tion, Theory and Practice, he still invoked the traditional Frankfurt School critique 
of the positivist exclusion of normative questions from their cramped definition 
of reason, which left the way open to an arbitrary decisionism:

from the mainstream of rationality the pollutants, the sewage of emotion-
ality, are filtered off and locked away hygienically in a storage basin—an 
imposing mass of subjective value qualities. Every single value appears a 
meaningless agglomeration of meaning, stamped solely with the stigma of 
irrationality, so that the priority of one value over the other—thus the 
persuasiveness which a value claims with respect to action—simply cannot 
be rationally justified.22

At the 1965 German Sociological Association conference at Heidelberg com-
memorating Max Weber’s centenary, Habermas joined with Horkheimer and 
Marcuse in criticizing Talcott Parsons’s benign reading of Weber’s legacy, 
lamenting the latter’s “decisionist self-assertion in the midst of a rationalized 
world” and noting a sinister link with Carl Schmitt.23 In his seminal essay of 
1968, “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology,’” Habermas excoriated yet again 
Weber’s split between facts and values and bemoaned his abandonment of a 
substantive notion of reason. Likewise, in the ongoing “positivism debate” 
between the followers of Karl Popper’s “critical rationalism” and Critical Theory 
that roiled German sociology in the late 1960s, he remained clearly on the side 
of Adorno, even defending Hegel against Popper’s caricatured version of 
him.24

At the same time, however, Habermas’s growing dissatisfaction with certain 
aspects of the older Frankfurt School’s legacy slowly emerged into the light. He 
grew skeptical of the utopian goal of entirely overcoming the human domination 
of the natural world, based on a new and more benign version of technology. 
Nor did he hold out much hope for the dedifferentiation of various value 
spheres in culture through a dialectical reconciliation of contradictions.25 And 
perhaps most important from the perspective of the restoration of a robust 
notion of reason, Habermas also began to distinguish between two concepts of 
rationalization, each of which had certain virtues. As he put it in his seminal 
1968 essay distinguishing labor from symbolically mediated interaction:

At the level of the subsystems of purposive-rational action, scientific 
technological progress has already compelled the reorganization of social 
institutions and sectors, and necessitates it on an even larger scale than 
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heretofore. But this process of the development of the productive forces 
can be a potential for liberation if and only if it does not replace rationality 
on another level. Rationalization at the level of the institutional framework can 
occur only in the medium of symbolic interaction itself, that is, through 
removing restrictions on communication.26

In other words, rather than demonizing instrumental rationality per se, which 
he saw as inevitable in the realm of “labor,” he only worried about its coloniza-
tion of the separate sphere of what at that time he called “symbolic interaction.”

And while he applauded Marcuse’s resistance to the status-quo-affirming, 
“one-dimensional” mentality of contemporary society, Habermas was not 
convinced that instinctual rebellion could provide a plausible antidote to its 
domination. Even in the generous tribute to Marcuse he wrote shortly after the 
latter died in 1978, he could express his doubts: “this theory has the weakness 
that it cannot consistently account for its own possibility. If rebellious subjectivity 
had to owe its rebirth to something that is beyond—a too deeply corrupted—
reason, it is hard to explain why some of us should at all be in a position to 
recognize this fact and to give reasons in defense of it.”27 In short, the threat of 
positivism, one-dimensionality, and the hypertrophy of instrumental reason 
could not be met by recourse to discredited metaphysics, libidinal experience, 
or retreat into the enclave of the aesthetic.

By the late 1970s, a far more potent threat to the rationalist tradition 
than positivism in its various guises had emerged, which broadly speaking 
came to be called either poststructuralism or postmodernism. Unlike positiv-
ism, it took the linguistic turn seriously but came to very different conclusions 
from Habermas about its lessons. Alarmed by its penetration of leftist culture 
in the wake of Marxism’s decline, Habermas hastily conflated it with the neo-
conservative critique of modernity derived from thinkers like Carl Schmitt 
and Arnold Gehlen, which was feeding the Tendezwende or turn to the right in 
German politics of that era.28 Derived in large measure from the counter- 
Enlightenment tradition that culminated in Nietzsche’s restitution of the claims 
of mythos over logos, it seemed to signal the exhaustion of all previous varieties 
of rationalism.29

Not only did Habermas perceive this development as a politically dangerous 
challenge to a viable critical theory, but also began to read Horkheimer and 
Adorno’s writings of the 1940s, in particular Dialectic of Enlightenment, as an 
anticipation of the ideas of Foucault, Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard, and 
others in the poststructuralist camp. Habermas now concluded that they too 
had “found political institutions, all social institutions, and daily practices as 
well, completely void of all traces of reason. For them, reason had become 
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utopian in the literal sense of the word: it had lost all its locations and thus 
ushered in the whole problematic of negative dialectics.”30

In the lectures that were published as The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity 
in 1985, Habermas spelled out more explicitly than ever before the dangers he 
saw in their one-sided analysis of the crisis of reason. Undeterred by their half-
hearted attempts to gesture toward an emancipatory alternative, he focused 
with alarm on Horkheimer and Adorno’s claim that “from the very start the process 
of enlightenment is the result of a drive to self-preservation that mutilates reason, 
because it lays claim to it only in the form of a purposive-rational mastery of 
nature and instinct—precisely as instrumental reason.”31 Reducing all science 
and technology to its positivist caricature, ignoring the healthy implications of 
the differentiation of value spheres noted by Weber, and abandoning their 
earlier nuanced appreciation of the achievements of bourgeois modernity, they 
ended by allowing ideology critique to undermine its own foundations. Their 
total, self-referential ideology critique, Habermas warned, is “turned not only 
against the irrational function of bourgeois ideals, but against the rational 
potential of bourgeois culture itself, and thus it reaches into the foundations of 
any ideology critique that proceeds immanently. . . . As instrumental, reason 
assimilated itself to power and thereby relinquished its critical force—that is 
the final disclosure of ideology critique applied to itself.”32 The result was a 
performative contradiction—critique drawing on a reason that was itself also 
the object of the critique—with no way out: “Adorno’s Negative Dialectics reads 
like a continuing explanation of why we have to circle about within this performa-
tive contradiction and indeed even remain there.”33

Such a skepticism about reason in general threatened to align Horkheimer 
and Adorno, despite their intentions, with other critics of subject-centered 
reason, such as Heidegger, the focus of the next chapter in The Philosophical 
Discourse of Modernity, entitled “The Undermining of Western Rationalism 
through the Critique of Metaphysics.”34 Refusing to distinguish between Vernunft 
and Verstand, which had been so crucial for the Enlightenment and German 
Idealism, and conflating humanist universalism with fascist particularism, 
Heidegger had damned all aspects of the project of modernity: “No matter 
whether modern ideas make their entry in the name of reason or of the destruc-
tion of reason, the prism of the modern understanding of Being refracts all 
normative orientations into the power claims of a subjectivity crazed with self-
aggrandizement.”35 Although he sought to go beyond the modern philosophies 
based on the consciousness of an empirical or transcendental subject and 
privileged world-disclosure over the domination of nature, his analysis of an 
allegedly intersubjective “being-with” remained trapped in the struggle for 
authenticity waged by the isolated Dasein (being-there) posited in Being and 
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Time.36 Ultimately, Habermas concluded, Heidegger was unable to go beyond 
a cognitive relationship of subjects to objects, or of Dasein to Sein (being).

What Horkheimer, Adorno, Heidegger, and the French poststructuralists 
all lacked, according to Habermas, was an appreciation of what speech act 
theorists had called the illocutionary dimension of language, which moved its 
center of gravity away from the subject of enunciation and the object of refer-
ence to the intersubjective action intended pragmatically by every linguistic 
utterance.37 Instead of focusing on the “I-he, she, or it” function of utterances, 
it stressed the “I-thou or you” function. It was to this neglected dimension of 
linguistic practice, which operated above the level of deep structures, that 
Habermas turned to flesh out the insights he had had in his earlier work on 
symbolically mediated interaction and the public sphere, whose current incarna-
tion he no longer read as fully exhausted.38 No less was at stake than a radical 
reformulation of the ground of critique in a version of reason that the first 
generation of Critical Theorists had not sufficiently taken into account.

Drawing on an astoundingly wide range of old and new sources—inter alia, 
Humboldtian linguistics, Gadamerian hermeneutics, the pragmatism of C. S. 
Peirce and George Herbert Mead, Karl-Otto Apel’s transcendental pragmatics, 
Weber’s theory of the modern differentiation of value spheres, and Stephen 
Toulmin’s work on argumentation, in addition to the speech act theory of J. L. 
Austin and John Searle—he fashioned a revived version of Critical Theory, 
which sought to avoid the Scylla of historicist contextualism and the Charybdis 
of ahistorical transcendentalism or naturalism. In the place of the untenable 
“objective” or “dialectical” reason of the first generation, extending beyond 
Adorno’s aesthetic alternative, was what Habermas called “communicative” 
reason.39 In the terms I have introduced in the narrative of reason’s earlier 
adventures, it was more “narrow church” than “broad”—no attempt here to 
fold mythos back into logos—more dianoetic than noetic,40 and more “disposi-
tional” than situational, while nonetheless being dialogical rather than mono-
logical and allowing for the institutional and systemic embodiment of certain 
versions of reason as well. Although reminiscent of Kant’s critical project in its 
acknowledgment of the limits of reason, its ambitious scope invited comparison 
with the holism of speculative Idealists like Hegel.41 Unlike Adorno and Ben-
jamin, he did not retreat into the micrological analyses, Denkbilder (thought-
images), or aphoristic pronouncements that performatively expressed the claim 
that “the whole is the false.”42

Habermas’s audacious attempt to restore the light of reason after its eclipse 
also involved several salient departures from traditional notions of reason, 
including a number that continued to inform classical Critical Theory. Let me 
enumerate them now and spell out their implications in greater detail in what 
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follows: (1) the desubstantialization of reason: jettisoning an emphatic idea of objective 
reason inherent in the world either actually or potentially, and thus abandoning 
an ontological faith in the principle of sufficient reason; (2) the detranscendentalization 
of reason: refusing to ground it in the forms allegedly hard-wired in the mind of a 
universal subject prior to shifting historical contexts and evolving natural lan-
guages; (3) the linguistification of reason: seeking in communicative interaction or 
“universal pragmatics” its foundationless foundation as a normative vantage 
point for Critical Theory, but without positing a fully rational form of life as the 
telos of critique; (4) the desublimation of reason: situating it concretely in the practices 
and institutions of the social world, while acknowledging rationalization as a 
perpetually incomplete or “impure” process rather than a fixed state of comple-
tion; (5) the pluralization of reason: resisting its comprehensive integration into a 
singular meta-category, while holding out hope for a productive and balanced 
interaction between all of the local variants, including instrumental; (6) the proce-
duralization of reason: seeking discursive protocols of reasoning and argumentation 
that can be applied to both cognitive as well as normative questions; (7) the 
temporalization of reason as an infinite project: jettisoning a strongly anamnestic notion 
of a reason recoverable from the past in favor of one that sees it as a regulative 
ideal to be ever more closely approximated, but never fully realized in the future; 
(8) the “as if ” narrativization of reason: employing a “rational reconstruction” of a 
species-wide learning process as a standard by which to measure the potential 
realization of that future, without reviving a discredited objective philosophy of 
history.

Let us slow down and take each of these dimensions in turn.
(1) The desubstantialization of reason. While Adorno could still talk of solidarity 

with metaphysics at the moment of its fall and Horkheimer could nostalgically 
recall the objective reason that had prevailed prior to its “eclipse,” Habermas 
adopted a position he could forthrightly call “postmetaphysical.”43 Above all, 
this meant abandoning the assumption that rationality might be an inherent 
quality of the world, either actually or potentially. Although his elaboration of 
the communicative, intersubjective dimension of language meant going beyond 
the nominalists’ radical individualism, he shared their suspicion of rational 
essences or intelligible forms. Moving away from the Hegelian underpinnings 
of earlier Critical Theory, he rejected the idea that concepts could be under-
stood ontologically as latent in a world that was not yet adequate to them on 
the level of actuality.44 There was, in other words, absolutely no residue of 
pantheism in his worldview, no yearning for the reuniting of mythos and logos 
into a grand synthesis of meaningful plenitude.

Whereas Horkheimer had tied the nominalist belief in the unconstrained 
will to the domination of nature and the formalization of reason, Habermas 
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also stressed that the nominalists had performed a crucial function in under-
mining the assumption that real universals existed both in the world and in the 
minds of men. “From its inception,” he wrote, “idealism had hidden from itself 
the fact that the Ideas inconspicuously include within themselves the merely 
material and accidental moments of individual things, from which they had in-
deed only been abstracted. Nominalism exposed this contradiction and demoted 
substances or formae rerum to mere names, to signa rerum that, as it were, the 
knowing subject tacks on to things.”45 But rather than abandoning reason 
entirely for faith—nominalism, it should be recalled, began as a fourteenth-
century Franciscan theology46—Habermas sought to locate it elsewhere than 
in the objective world of intelligible forms or natural laws, while avoiding the 
nominalists’ excessive reliance on subjective will, either divine or human, in 
constituting the world.

(2) The detranscendentalization of reason. Reason should also not be located in a 
universal, species-wide, timeless mental capacity, in the sense, say, of Kant’s a 
priori epistemological categories. Even more than his Frankfurt School prede-
cessors, Habermas sought to make a clean break with the “consciousness philoso-
phy” “or “mentalism” that understood reason as inherent in the mind of the 
thinking subject and/or congruent with the external world represented in that 
mind. Reason understood logocentrically, based on the privileging of concepts 
and representations of the world as objects for cognitive purposes alone, was 
actually an impoverished version of it, and not equivalent to reason per se.47 
When it only adopted the perspective of first or third persons—the dualism of 
subject and object, I and It—it neglected the second-person relationship of 
reciprocity between subjects, recognizing each other as such. Subject-centered 
rationality was indeed a function of that drive for self-preservation that Hork-
heimer had seen as leading to the domination of what was construed as external 
to it, but it was not the only alternative in the modern world.

Rather than a faculty of the individual mind representing an object external 
to it, reason should be understood more capaciously as an intersubjective 
procedure of validity testing. As Habermas put it in one of his more succinct 
articulations of the difference:

Subject-centered reason finds its criteria in standards of truth and success 
that govern the relationships of knowing and purposively acting subjects to 
the world of possible objects or states of affairs. By contrast, as soon as we 
conceive of knowledge as communicatively mediated, rationality is assessed 
in terms of the capacity of responsible participants in interaction to orient 
themselves in relation to validity claims geared to intersubjective recog-
nition. Communicative reason finds its criteria in the argumentative 
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procedures for directly or indirectly redeeming claims to propositional 
truth, normative rightness, subjective truthfulness, and aesthetic harmony.48

Even when rationality might seem to be a personal disposition of a self-reflective 
subject, it expresses a self-relation that is “due in each case to the adoption and 
internalization of the perspective on me of other participants in argumenta-
tion,”49 in which the second person stance of “I-thou” is internally mirrored.

Another implication of detranscendentalization was the replacement of a 
Kantian notion of the necessary character of the presuppositions inherent in 
all attempts to communicate with a Wittgensteinian one. Reason, Habermas 
explained, “does not have the transcendental meaning of universal, necessary, 
noumenal (intelligiblen) conditions of possible experience, but has the grammatical 
meaning of an ‘unavoidability’ stemming from the conceptual connections of a 
system of learned—but for us inescapable—rule governed behavior.”50 Because 
of this redefinition, the Kantian distinction between reason (Vernunft ) and intel-
lect or understanding (Verstand ) is blurred, as is the opposition of noumena and 
phenomena.

Indeed, the full sway of even those rules set by the more contingent processes 
suggested by Wittgenstein was limited, as they did not extend to the judgment 
necessary to apply general principles to specific cases. Kant’s attempt to provide 
a transcendental deduction that would not only establish a priori categories but 
also the ways in which they determined specific judgments was untenable. For 
a transcendental pragmatics, in contrast, there is always a hermeneutic com-
ponent in the application of rules, which defies formalization. “One cannot 
represent language,” according to Schnädelbach’s gloss on Habermas’s position, 
“in rules of formal logic, and no transcendental deduction of impure concepts 
of the understanding is possible; therefore there can also be no transition to a 
‘transcendental doctrine of judgment,’ which would allow one to formulate a 
priori rules of linguistic reason.”51 In the familiar terms of Kant’s third Critique, 
the application of reflective rather than determinant judgments extended beyond 
the realm of aesthetic rationality to inform all transitions from abstract rules to 
concrete cases.

(3) The linguistification of reason. Abandoning Kant’s belief in the transcendental 
deduction of rule-bound categories of judgment did not, however, require 
jettisoning his hope for a limited role for rationality in cognitive terms. Commu-
nicative competence implied the possibility of reasoning about one’s beliefs, 
not merely asserting them, and also listening to the reasoning of others. “De-
transcendentalization,” Habermas wrote, “leads, on the one hand, to the em-
bedding of knowing subjects into the socializing contexts of a life world and on 
the other, to the entwinement of cognition with speech and action.”52 It was in 
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the interpersonal, communicative function of language—which, pace his post-
structuralist critics, Habermas freely acknowledged was not the only way it 
might be approached—that a nonmentalist rationality might be located. 
Whether implicitly or not, all speech acts entail giving reasons and making 
arguments to support their claims for validity, although some do so more 
expressly than others. “There is a sense in which any interpretation,” he went 
so far as to argue provocatively, “is a rational interpretation,”53 because it depends 
on the reasons offered for its plausibility. Especially when there is an explicit 
disagreement or problem to be solved, tacit assumptions need to be reflexively 
or discursively validated. They enter what the American philosopher Wilfrid 
Sellars would famously call “the space of reasons,” where intersubjective argu-
ments among interlocutors, normative claims to rightness, and inferential 
reasoning subtend any claims about the state of reality.54 Not only was it neces-
sary to argue for a position rather than merely present it assertorically, but 
there is also an equal obligation to listen to the arguments of others, which 
might persuade you by their evidentiary, logical, or rhetorical power. Even 
those beliefs that had once been unquestioningly accepted as divine commands 
could become available for validity testing by those who held them, a process 
Habermas designated with the inelegant phrase the “linguistification (Versprach-
lichung) of the sacred.”

In fact, if there is any one criterion to identify modernity it would be the 
increased accessibility of what was previously held sacred to the test of argu-
mentative justification. There was, of course, an ever-present threat of regres-
sive “delinguistification” and the restoration of authoritarian traditions or the 
emergence of charismatic authority. Even when those alternatives were avoided, 
the steering mechanisms of money and administration could bypass communi-
cative rationality in favor of a functionalism that ran on autopilot (an especially 
chilling example being the fad of game theoretical decision-making during the 
height of the Cold War).55 But by and large, postconventional societies no longer 
bound together by unquestioned cultural assumptions increasingly needed to 
justify their decisions discursively, if they were to avoid arbitrary violence. Al-
though there had never been, contrary to Benjamin’s postulation of an Adamic 
language before Babel, a universal metalanguage that might be seen as the basis 
for all natural languages or serve as its potential telos, there was in every lan-
guage a latent imperative at the deepest level to supply reasons for whatever 
assertions, beliefs, commands, and so on might be uttered by speakers to their 
listeners. Modernity, if it meant anything at all, implied increasing recourse to 
that imperative in making actual decisions.

Accompanying the widening of the “space of reasons” was what might be 
called a comparable extension of the “time of reasoning,” the deliberative 
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process that allowed all the relevant arguments and available evidence to be 
considered before acting. Unlike an immediate noetic intuition or even a mono-
logically conducted process of inferential deduction, communicative reason 
necessarily hesitated before reaching final decisions, keeping open the possibility 
of future modifications as the process continued and new interlocutors joined 
the discussion. Although decisionist advocates of leaps of faith were impatient 
with the often lethargic pace of communicative rationality, pointing out that 
the luxury of interminable delay was often denied in the real world, communica-
tive rationalists responded that sometimes inactive rumination was preferable 
to rash decisions made without the benefit of sufficient intersubjective reflection.

The standards of deliberative rationality, to cite the analytic philosopher 
Joseph Raz’s formulation, thus

include much more than standards governing the capacity to discern in-
ferential relations, or their absence. They involve, for example, standards 
by which we judge the proper functioning of abilities to end deliberation 
when appropriate (and avoid the vices of dithering and indecision), abilities 
to stick with a conclusion (and avoid the vices of continually changing 
one’s mind, feeling that the grass is always greener on the other side, etc.), 
as well as the ability to examine one’s own conclusions and intentions 
when appropriate (and avoid dogmatism, pig-headedness, etc.).56

Another contrast between consciousness-centered and communicative 
reason could be found in the register of morality rather than cognition, norms 
rather than facts. It pitted the subjective notion of practical, deontological reason 
developed by Kant, the universal sense of duty or obligation felt by each autono-
mous individual, against a discourse view of ethics, in which only argument 
and discussion can help actors intersubjectively weigh moral choices.57 “Practical 
reason,” Habermas insisted, “can no longer be founded in the transcendental 
subject. Communicative ethics appeals now only to fundamental norms of 
rational speech, an ultimate ‘fact of reason.’”58 Communicative rationality does 
not, however, legislate specific norms, although it provides counterfactual ideal-
izations of the procedures through which they might be reached. Rather than a 
prescriptive blueprint for right action, it can clarify the discursive networks in 
which such decisions can be more lucidly made. As Habermas explained in his 
1992 Between Facts and Norms, “communicative rationality is expressed in a de-
centered complex of pervasive, transcendentally enabling structural conditions, 
but it is not a subjective capacity that would tell actors what they ought to do.”59

An explicit target of Habermas’s critique of consciousness-centered subjec-
tivity was the so-called praxis philosophy, derived from the young Marx and 
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promulgated by twentieth-century Marxists like Antonio Gramsci,60 that had 
continued the quest for a concrete metasubject of history, a collective agent 
that would consciously and rationally make the world and know what it had 
made, a materialist version of Vico’s verum-factum principle.61 The image of 
man as homo faber (man the maker), whose productive labor was the principle 
source of the world around him, was no longer viable. As I have already noted, 
as early as the 1960s Habermas criticized the ideal of an unalienated labor as 
an alternative to its inevitable entanglement in the logic of instrumentality.62 
Although the material conditions of the lifeworld remain central to any social 
analysis, “the critical theory of society must no longer rely on the normative 
contents of the expressivist model of alienation and reappropriation of essential 
powers.”63 Here the metanarrative of a singular reason that alienated itself in 
the apparent contingencies of history and then recognized them as its own 
manifestations in a grand affirmative reconciliation could no longer be counted 
on to heal the wounds of diremption. Reason could not be understood in terms 
of a narcissistic mirroring that underlay an identity philosophy of the kind 
Adorno had so powerfully criticized in Negative Dialectics and elsewhere. 
“Modern lifeworlds,” Habermas insisted, “are differentiated and should remain 
so in order that the reflexivity of traditions, the individuation of the social subject, 
and the universalistic foundations of the social subject do not all go to hell.”64

(4) The desublimation of reason. Along with the detranscendentalization of 
reason went its embeddedness in the historical realities of the world. Although in 
many respects he admired Kant, with whose limits on reason he sympathized, 
Habermas was closer to Hegel in rejecting any attempt to posit a transcendental 
subject or noumenal self outside of the actual historical constitution of concrete 
subjects who were doing the arguing in concrete circumstances, circumstances 
that always impeded the perfect leveling of the playing field and full symmetry 
of participation. Even when he had posited three general human interests—in 
dominating nature, intersubjective understanding, and emancipation from 
unjust social relations—in his early work of 1968, Knowledge and Human Interests, 
Habermas characterized them as only “quasi-transcendental,” a locution he 
was soon quietly to abandon along with the philosophical anthropology they 
implied. If there is a tension between what is and what should be, Habermas 
claimed, it has to be located within various forms of life, specific social practices, 
and concrete institutions, not beyond them. “The theory of communicative 
action integrates the transcendental tension between the intelligible and the 
world of appearances in communicative everyday praxis,” he explained, “yet 
does not thereby level it out.”65 What results is not transcendental in any strict 
sense of the term, because it is always possible to use language for noncommuni-
cative purposes and without fulfilling its idealized potential. Thus the point 
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d’appui of critique, as the earlier Frankfurt School had understood, must be 
more immanent than transcendent.66

Although acknowledging that modern philosophy since Descartes had 
been dominated by a mentalist or consciousness-centered subjectivity in one 
form or another, Habermas argued that a promising counterdiscourse had also 
emerged, which he discerned, inter alia, in Wilhelm von Humboldt’s distinction 
between language as ergon (work) and language as energeia (activity),67 and the 
dialectic of recognition that had underpinned the early Hegel’s phenomenology. 
Although regrettably Hegel himself had then subsumed it under his philosophy 
of the absolute spirit, in which a rational metasubject both constructed the 
world and recognized itself in its construction, the alternative version of commu-
nicative reason remained a potential that could be fully actualized only after 
the “linguistic turn” had redirected philosophical inquiry away from interior 
mind and toward symbolic interaction in the world.68 Understood on the level 
of utterance rather than deep structures or what deconstruction called “arche-
writing,” it did not mean turning the subjects in a dialogic relationship into 
derivative effects of an impersonal structure, matrix of power, or cultural un-
conscious. For by focusing on the pragmatic level of language, the level of speech 
acts or utterances, rather than on the grammatical or semiotic rules that sub-
tended them, one could maintain that link between reason and freedom that 
had been one of rationalism’s most fundamental assumptions.69 As George 
Herbert Mead in particular had demonstrated, self and other were mutually 
implicated, institutions and roles were equiprimordial with the subjects that 
inhabited them.70 As Wittgenstein had shown, although actions were governed 
by rules that were not reducible to conscious decisions that founded them ex 
nihilo, once one entered a language game, it was possible to act freely within 
them.

Communicative rationality could thus itself be called an “other” of the 
dominant tradition of reason, whether understood subjectively or objectively, 
but one that was not “outside” of reason more capaciously construed. Unlike 
the vital forces of the body or madness or the imagination or the senses, which 
had been allegedly repressed by a coercive, exclusivist reason and once un-
leashed, promised liberation, this “other” was able to avoid a romantic cele-
bration of allegedly rapturous limit-experiences and the defiantly irrational. 
Pace Adorno, it was not restricted to the enclave of the aesthetic, where it kept 
the faith with a primal mimetic experience prior to reason itself. For rather than 
understanding mimesis as an external supplement to the rational moment in 
art, Habermas contended that mimesis itself was internal to rationality when it 
was discursively rather than monologically understood. That is, insofar as com-
municative rationality involved a dialogic exchange rather than a conceptual 
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subsumption, it did not efface nonidentity in the service of a single rational 
truth. Even an ideal consensus was not like a unified concept, which could be 
held in the mind of an individual consciousness, but was more an interactive 
exchange among participants whose individuality was not fully canceled out by 
their agreement. This point is nicely articulated by Wellmer:

That which in “true” reason goes beyond instrumental reason—Adorno 
calls it “mimesis”—he can only conceive as being extraterritorial to the 
sphere of conceptual thought. When linguistic philosophy decenters the 
subject, by contrast, it shows that there is a communicative-mimetic dimen-
sion at the heart of discursive reason—which is always more than formal 
logic, instrumental reason, or a compulsion to systematize.71

In other words, the nondominating logic of mimesis, which involves the imitation 
of the other by the self, can be discerned in a communicative rationality, which 
functions as much through listening to and learning from the arguments of 
others as trying to persuade them of the validity of your own.

As a result, communicative reason did not serve, as had some of its more 
restricted variants, to enforce rigid boundaries in order to fend off pollution by 
what it had abjected. In fact, rather than itself dismissing these “others” as utterly 
heterogeneous to reason and inhabiting a realm that could only be damned as 
“irrational,” communicative rationality could include them in the discursive 
process itself, at least as producing alternative content worth arguing about.72 
In principle, there was nothing that could not be grist for the process of discursive 
reasoning. Although this was not the same as finding an occulted logos in mythos, 
the capacious position upheld by broad church rationalists, it did mean that 
attention had to be paid to the valuable material originally expressed in non-
rational form. Habermas’s late openness to incorporating religion into the 
political discourse of his day testified to this imperative.

In addition to reason’s embeddedness in history, Habermas came to appre-
ciate that it was even more fundamentally embedded in nature, understood in 
terms of Darwinian evolution. Citing a formulation from Adorno’s Negative 
Dialectics—“That reason is different from nature and yet a moment of the latter 
is its prehistory become its immanent determination”—he acknowledged that 
“even subjects who are guided by reason, and hence act freely, by no means 
stand above the course of nature. They cannot sever themselves from their 
natural origins by transporting themselves into an intelligible original position 
[Ursprungsort ].”73 Of course, once the species develops the capacity to argue 
and act on the basis of rational choices, it leaves behind its total dependence on 
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instincts and the laws of nature, but without entirely overcoming its somatic 
“inner nature” with all of its desires, urges, needs, and fears. One consequence 
of this entanglement, Habermas argued with the memory of Nazi eugenics in 
mind, is a prudent hesitation before tinkering with our genetic heritage, which 
provides a bulwark against external control over the unique lived bodies that 
we carry into the world at birth.74

(5) The pluralization of reason. Unlike the comprehensive type of reason that 
earlier Critical Theorists in their more Hegelian moods had championed, this 
new paradigm of reason could not lay claim to a totalizing sublation of all differ-
ences, including those dividing various types of reason themselves.75 Pace neo-
Aristotelian critics such as Rüdiger Bubner, the hope for a fully rational form of 
life in which abstract moral norms and concrete ethical values were reconciled 
in a substantively meaningful way was vain.76 The pluralization of reason was 
not for Habermas a flaw to be overcome, a symptom of the fragmentation of 
something that once was whole. “It must be made clear,” he insisted, “that the 
purism of pure reason is not resurrected in communicative reason.”77 Impure 
reason instead meant the imperative to give reasons, whatever the context, in 
an unending quest for a general consensus that would remain forever counter-
factual, not the attainment of a single perfectly consistent state of full rationality. 
In fact, actually achieving the ideal of perfect rationality would undermine the 
very foundation of communicative reason, which implied the ongoing, never-
ending activity of reasoning among finite, fallible human beings with all of their 
corporeal and historical differences.

There was, moreover, no overarching way to integrate and reconcile what 
modernity had differentiated. “Philosophy,” Habermas stressed, “must operate 
under conditions of rationality that it has not chosen.”78 As Kant and Weber 
had shown, distinct value spheres had developed their own relative autonomy, 
following a unique logic and institutional development, and although they 
were not watertight or unconnected from the less differentiated lifeworld out of 
which they had emerged, they could not be entirely reintegrated. Ironically, by 
valorizing such pluralization, Habermas found common ground with some of 
his poststructuralist critics, such as Foucault, who once said, “I think the word 
rationalization is dangerous. What we have to do is analyze specific rationalities 
rather than always invoking the progress of rationalization in general.”79

It was in the service of such an imperative that Habermas posited funda-
mental differences in the underlying logic of different kinds of rationalization. 
Whereas rationalization in terms of instrumental rationality meant the accumu-
lation of knowledge about the world based on scientific and technological 
experience,
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the rationalizable aspect of communicative action has nothing to do with 
propositional truth; but it has everything to do with the truthfulness of 
intentional expressions and with the rightness of norms. . . . Rationalization 
here means extirpating those relations of force that are inconspicuously set 
in the very structures of communication and that prevent conscious settle-
ment of conflicts, and consensual regulation of conflicts, by means of intra-
psychic as well as interpersonal communicative barriers.80

But because there was no overarching metaconcept of reason, a superior 
“healthy” version that would allow us to stigmatize others as “diseased” or 
“pathological,” there was, pace the older Frankfurt School, a legitimate role for 
an objectifying relationship both to the world and the self, alongside a more 
intersubjective or hermeneutic one. Instrumental rationality and the strategic 
use of language had their place, as not all action geared to success could be 
folded into interaction geared to mutual understanding and agreement.

Or to use the terms Habermas borrowed with certain reservations from the 
British sociologist David Lockwood via their development by the German 
systems theorist Niklas Luhmann, there was a need for “system” as well as 
“social integration.”81 System integration refers to those structures and institu-
tions, such as the market economy and state bureaucracy, that have become 
detached from the immediacy of the lifeworld, gaining relative autonomy, and 
are regulated by impersonal steering mechanisms, perhaps even becoming 
reified and alienated in the traditional Marxist sense of those terms. Less 
functionalist and more dispositional in inclination, social integration involves 
direct, experiential interaction among actors through cultural norms, values, 
and intersubjective practices, the locus of what he had earlier called “symboli-
cally mediated interaction.” Although sometimes Habermas seemed to be 
conflating the latter with the predifferentiated lifeworld per se, in modernity 
specialized institutions of social integration, such as the educational system, 
had developed in ways that transcended the prereflexive practices of the life-
world. Thus, the latent communicative rationality of those practices had become 
the more manifestly self-consciously discursive protocols of modern life.

Habermas’s use of Lockwood and Luhmann has been the subject of 
considerable critical discussion,82 but the simple point to make here is that he 
granted both social and system integration their share of rationality. Thus, 
while privileging communicative reasoning in the ways we have outlined, he 
also acknowledged the legitimate role of instrumental, functionalist, techno-
logical rationality in the modern differentiated world, while protesting against 
the illegitimate ways it had expanded that role beyond its proper boundaries.
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A comparable tolerance marked his attitude toward the place of formal 
reason in a pluralized modernity. However much Horkheimer and his col-
leagues had bemoaned the formalization of reason as a symptom of its “dis-
ease,” there was also a place for formalism in, say, modern legal systems that 
could not be folded into a higher level substantive justice. “It never occurred 
to Horkheimer,” Habermas pointedly remarked, “that there might be a dif-
ference between ‘instrumental’ and ‘formal’ reason. Moreover, he unceremo-
niously assimilated procedural reason—which no longer makes the validity of 
its results dependent on the rational organization of the world but on the ratio-
nality of the procedures through which is solves its problems—to instrumental 
reason.”83

(6) The proceduralization of reason. In fact, in one sense the formal dimension of 
reason—its following certain procedural rules—was essential from the begin-
ning. For it can be found in the communicative nature of language itself. 
Against the structural formalism that disparaged the pragmatic level of usage in 
favor of deep structures, Habermas insisted that “not only language but speech 
too—that is, the employment of sentences in utterances—is accessible to formal 
analysis.”84 Formal, it should be understood, did not mean a relationship be-
tween or among propositions, which traditional Aristotelian logic had identified 
with the syllogistic forms of sentences, but rather the procedures of rational 
argumentation, where contradictions were performative rather than semantic. 
As Albrecht Wellmer has noted, “through the notion of communicative ratio-
nality, the law of noncontradiction is, as it were, projected back from the one-
dimensional space of logical relationships between propositions (and actions) 
onto the two-dimensional space of dialogical relationships between different 
speakers.”85 Understood in this way, there was, pace Horkheimer, a normative 
dimension to formal qua procedural reason.

What precisely was the procedure in question? Locating its initial institu-
tional embodiment in seventeenth-century science and eighteenth-century 
legal and constitutional practices, Habermas identified it with the idea of 
“discourse,” a second-order level of rational reflexivity, which he defined in the 
following way:

that form of communication that is removed from contexts of experience 
and action and whose structure assures us: that the bracketed validity 
claims of assertions, recommendations, or warnings are the exclusive 
object of discussion; that participants, themes and contributions are not 
restricted except with reference to the goal of testing the validity claims in 
question; that no force except that of the better argument is exercised; and 
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that, as a result, all motives except that of the cooperative search for truth 
are excluded.86

Later he would further clarify the distinction between communicative interac-
tion per se, which is unselfconsciously inherent in speech, and genuine reflec-
tive discourse in the following way:

In communicative action, we proceed naively, as it were, whereas in discourse 
we exchange reasons in order to assess validity claims that have become 
problematic. Rational discourse borrows this reflexivity from the written 
word, that is to say, from the published article, or the scholarly treatise, 
because discourse is designed to include everyone concerned and to create 
a third platform on which all pertinent contributions are heard.87

If a consensus is reached discursively and generalized interests are established 
that go beyond the mere strategic agreement of compromise, then the result 
can be understood, as noted earlier, to express what can be called a “rational 
will.” Although such a goal is, as we have seen, regulative and counterfactual, 
it can serve as a standard against which actually existing democracy can be 
measured.88

For Habermas, the radical opposition between substantive and formal 
reason, borrowed from Weber, was itself “a false alternative” based on the 
premise that

the disenchantment of religious-metaphysical world views robs rationality, 
along with the contents of tradition, of all substantive connotations and 
thereby strips it of its power to have a structure-forming influence on the 
lifeworld beyond the purposive-rational organization of means. I would 
like to insist that, despite its purely procedural character as disburdened 
of all religious and metaphysical mortgages, communicative reason is 
directly implicated in social life-processes insofar as acts of mutual under-
standing take on the role of a mechanism for coordinating action.89

But coordination did not mean complete fusion or total reconciliation. 
From the very beginning, one of the distinguishing marks of any rational as 
opposed to magical or mythical way of thinking—and Habermas, as we have 
noted, had little patience for attempts to find in myth a more capacious notion 
of reason—had been the ability to discriminate differences rather than confuse 
categories and merge everything into a turgid whole.90 Modernity meant an 
acceleration of this process, which now had institutional expression. “Kant’s 
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three Critiques,” Habermas wrote, “were a reaction to the emerging indepen-
dence of distinct complexes of rationality. Since the eighteenth century, the 
forms of argumentation specializing in objectivating knowledge, moral-practical 
insights, and aesthetic judgment have diverged from one another. This has 
moreover occurred within institutions that could take upon themselves, with-
out contradiction, the authority of defining the relevant criteria of validity.”91

Did, however, the valorization of modern differentiation and the ineradi-
cable plurality of forms of life threaten to undermine even a weakened claim to 
the universality that reason had always defended? Although respecting the 
more intransigent universalism of his colleague Karl-Otto Apel, with whom 
he had a friendly dialogue on the issue,92 Habermas sought a way to retain 
the critical power of transcendental norms but within the diverse practices of 
everyday life. As early as his 1973 postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests, he 
had drawn on Peirce’s consensus theory of truth to argue that “the unity of argu-
mentative reasoning is compatible with this differential meaning-constitution of object 
domains. In all sciences argumentation is subject to the same conditions for the 
discursive redemption of truth claims.”93 In an essay of 1992 titled “The Unity 
of Reason in the Diversity of Its Voices,” Habermas conceded a great deal to 
the antifoundationalist critics of an emphatic concept of substantive reason, 
such as the one still sought by the earlier generation of Critical Theorists. 
Agreeing with radical contextualists like Richard Rorty and Jean-François 
Lyotard that reason cannot be disembedded from its contingent historical 
embodiments, he admitted that if there is a unified rationality it exists only in 
those diverse manifestations that resist subsumption under a single, comprehen-
sive model. Even science in its postempirical guise can no longer posit such a 
unity: “In the wake of [Thomas] Kuhn, [Paul] Feyerabend, [Yehuda] Elkana, 
and others, unifying reason has been deprived of its last domain, physics.”94 
That is, there is no purely cognitive notion of reason that a subject, individual 
or collective, could have in relation to an object of knowledge.

But serving as what Kant would have called a regulative ideal with norma-
tive force, an “idea of reason” rather than rational knowledge, it is impossible to 
abandon it entirely.95 In his vivid metaphor, communicative rationality is “a 
rocking hull—but it does not go under in the sea of contingencies, even if 
shuddering in high seas is the only mode in which it ‘copes’ with these contingen-
cies.”96 Drawing on the response of the American philosopher Hilary Putnam 
to Richard Rorty’s radical ethnocentric contextualism and Gadamer’s ideal of 
harmoniously fusing horizons, Habermas argued that it was wrong simply to 
equate unity with the coercive repression of difference and particularity.97 For 
although truth claims may emerge from within specific contexts, they can 
transcend their putative boundaries. Rather than hovering above specific 
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subvariants, a genuine rational universality could only be built in the negotia-
tions between and among them:

Even in the most difficult processes of reaching understanding, all parties 
appeal to the common reference point of a possible consensus, even if this 
reference point is projected in each case from within their own contexts. 
For, although they may be interpreted in various ways and applied accord-
ing to different criteria, concepts like truth, rationality, or justification play 
the same grammatical role in every linguistic community. . . . Reason is, in 
this sense, both immanent (not to be found outside of concrete language 
games and institutions) and transcendent (a regulative idea that we use to 
criticize the conduct of all activities and institutions).98

Through a more frankly proceduralist version—what he called “a weak but not 
defeatist concept of linguistically embodied reason”99—it would be possible to 
avoid having to choose between Kant’s ahistorical transcendentalism and 
Hegel’s teleological historical holism. As a result, it allows us to abandon any 
illusions of ever reaching a final utopian state of full rationality or final consensus 
in which the world and reason are completely reconciled: “Because the ideal-
izing presuppositions of communicative action must not be hypostasized into 
the ideal of a future condition in which a definitive understanding has been 
reached, this concept must be approached in a sufficiently skeptical manner.”100 
Often misinterpreted as advocating a rational utopia because of his early use of 
the phrase “the ideal speech situation,” Habermas dropped it as the implicit 
telos of communicative rationality. In Between Facts and Norms, he explicitly 
repudiated its “essentialist” misinterpretation, claiming it had only been a 
“thought experiment” and a “methodological fiction” acting as a “foil against 
which the substratum of unavoidable societal complexity becomes visible.”101

If then there is a possible unity of reason, it is not to be achieved at the cost 
of overcoming the differentiated cultural spheres but rather in the more primor-
dial “communicative practice of everyday life, in which cognitive explanations, 
moral expectations, expressions and evaluations interpenetrate [and] this unity 
is in a certain way always already established. That need for reconciliation which 
Hegel registered against Kant springs from one-sided rationalization of this 
everyday practice.”102 In other words, there still remained a residue of the 
mutually beneficial interaction among the various modalities of reason in a 
predifferentiated lifeworld, despite the development of distinct value spheres in 
modernity. Although threatened by the domination of one of them—the instru-
mental rationality and system integration identified with the market economy 
and bureaucratic steering mechanisms—it might be possible to restore a balance 
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without, however, losing the achievements of the differentiation. As Habermas 
noted in one of his many responses to his critics, “The yardstick thus used intui-
tively to measure the deformation of forms of life consists of the idea of the 
free interplay of the cognitive-instrumental with both the moral-practical and 
the aesthetic-expressive, within an everyday practice which must be open to 
an uninhibited and balanced interpenetration of cognitive interpretation, moral 
expectations, expressions and values.”103 Such free interplay would require 
what Martin Seel has called the exercise of an “interrational judgment which 
itself cannot in turn be explained as the form of an excessive logic of argumen-
tation. . . . Its principle is liberation from false limitations and equally from false 
delimitations.”104

(7) The temporalization of reason. Although always already latent in communica-
tive interaction in the prereflexive lifeworld, the actualization of a fully achieved 
discursive rationality in institutional terms as a form of life realizing the dream 
of democratic politics was inherently counterfactual. As in his defense of the 
“uncompleted project of modernity,” the title of his 1980 Adorno Prize ad-
dress,105 Habermas was not, pace his critics, calling for a fully rational—or 
completely “modern”—society, but rather an unending process of reasoning 
communicatively about the issues of the day. “Nothing makes me more ner-
vous,” he insisted, “than the imputation—repeated in a number of different 
versions and in the most peculiar contexts—that because the theory of commu-
nicative action focuses attention on the social facticity of recognized validity 
claims, it proposes, or at least suggests, a rationalistic utopian society.”106 
Modernity was not merely uncompleted; it was by definition uncompletable in 
the sense that total rationality was a never-attainable goal, but served instead as 
a perpetual regulative ideal in Kant’s sense of the term.107 Reason was thus 
located in a future that would never be fully realized, rather than in a past that 
might be recaptured. Although it was not indifferent to what the theologian 
Johann Baptist Metz, drawing on Walter Benjamin, had called “anamnestic 
rationality,”108 it had to free itself from that excessive respect for tradition that 
Gadamer had posited as the primary source of legitimation. Although common 
understandings of meaning might well emerge out of the lifeworld of pre-reflective 
beliefs and norms into which we were all thrown, where language’s main func-
tion was what Heidegger had called “world-disclosing,” rational agreements 
could only follow from a process of validity testing. “Discursive rationality,” 
Habermas explained, “owes its special position not to its foundational but to 
its integrative role.”109 This did not mean, however, a wholesale repudiation 
of all traditions as inherently irrational. As Jan-Werner Müller has correctly 
put it, “the cold light of reason is not supposed to be a permanent glare, in 
which the dimly and warmly perceived objects of tradition appear as naked and 
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insufficient, but rather a searchlight that is employed from time to time to 
examine and, if necessary, clean up the complex store of ideas, styles and norma-
tive frameworks that shape our lives, not very consciously, for the most part.”110

Reason in this sense implies a humble humanism that is not equivalent to 
the self-assertion of a species-wide rational subject seeking to overcome or re-
integrate the alienated otherness of nature or different cultures. It is also a 
humanism that does not posit a sovereign subject at either the origin or the 
conclusion of the process, a subject who could make a “decision” to follow 
rational procedures or not. For such a subject would be situated in an impossible 
place outside of or prior to the communicative rationality entailed by symbolic 
interaction itself, and as such would not be fully human. When the child ma-
tures into a user of language, activating his or her potential for communicative 
competence, he or she must tacitly assume the inherent protocols of all lan-
guages, which necessarily make claims about the validity of their assertions (at 
least in their most fundamental mode). In this sense, there is a moment of 
passivity and even heteronomy in the entrance into communicative rationality.

But however modest, it is still a rationalism that avoids the reverse error of 
a negative metaphysics evoking a reality beyond discursive argumentation, in 
which the world is entirely negated as pure irrational contingency and the only 
antidote to meaninglessness is the return of mythic belief. That disenchantment 
of the world Weber had correctly seen as a handmaiden of its rationalization 
did not mean either relativist nihilism or the authoritarian assertion of un-
grounded belief as its desperate antidotes, which were really two sides of the 
same coin. Among the latter was the faith in the immanent rationalization of 
history, for example Hegelian or orthodox Marxist, in which reason was neces-
sarily embedded in the telos of development. With Habermas’s more modest 
procedural version of rationality, in which “the rationality of content evaporates 
into the validity of results,” there was no longer a guarantee of “an antecedent 
unity in the manifold of appearances.”111 The best that could be hoped for, 
without any guarantee of success, was an interaction among the various rational 
discourses, which would enrich each without fully integrating them into one 
metadiscourse based on single emphatic concept of reason.

(8) The “as if ” narrativization of reason. The first generation of the Frankfurt 
School entertained a number of conflicting historical metanarratives—the 
Marxist succession of modes of production, the repetitive circularity of deep 
patterns beneath ephemeral surface changes, the declension story that led, as 
Adorno famously put it, from “the slingshot to the megaton bomb”112—but 
never settled on a single candidate and claimed it accurately described the 
collective fate of mankind. If they had a philosophy of history, it was expressed 
only negatively.113 While not turning entirely against the idea of progress, in 
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the manner of conservative culture critics, they never accepted the optimistic 
belief that the rationalization of the world could be read in anything but bitterly 
ironic terms.114

Rejecting a substantive philosophy of history as a dubious exercise in false 
prophecy, Habermas warned that “an historicization of reason means neither 
the apotheosis of the existing in the name of reason, nor the liquidation of reason 
in the name of the existing.”115 To foster its critical potential required instead 
reaching back before Hegel to Kant, to posit an evolutionary model of rational-
ization with cross-cultural validity, a hypothetical narrative of species-wide 
development. Although admittedly speculative, such an exercise might have its 
practical uses, as Kant had suggested in his essay of 1784, “Idea for a Universal 
History with a Cosmopolitan Aim.” Kant, it will be recalled, had invested 
nature with a teleological purpose—the historical realization of practical 
reason—that would seem at first glance to be grounded in too metaphysical a 
premise for Habermas. But rather than positing that teleology as an empirical 
fact known cognitively through a synthetic a priori judgment, a dangerous 
assumption that would restrict the human freedom to act in history, Kant had 
been careful to call it only an “idea” in the sense of being thinkable but not 
knowable, like the imperatives of practical reason themselves. Any philosophical 
attempt to write such a history was therefore not to be confused with an objective 
account of the disparate facts of history as it unfolded in reality or might do 
so in the future, facts that could be understood providentially as effects of a 
latent super-individual subject of history making itself manifest in them, as it 
would be for Hegel. Instead, it was an “as if ” fiction—Kant even compared it 
to a novel—that must be “considered possible and even helpful to this intention 
of nature.”116 The result, as Axel Honneth has put it, was a “moderate de-
transcendentalization” of practical reason that avoided Hegel’s stronger notion 
of “an objective teleology of the historical process.”117 The future was not fore-
ordained but had to be made by the autonomous wills of humankind, guided 
and inspired by such imaginary stories.

Habermas’s version of this noncognitive narrative was what he called a 
“rational reconstruction,”118 which would give us a heuristic device—at once 
descriptive and normative—to make sense of the process of rationalization in 
all of its forms without, however, either confusing the model with empirical 
reality or seeing it as a substantive force in history understood as a causal law. 
Replacing a no longer adequate historical materialist scheme of successive 
modes of production, it would provide an always revisable normative standard 
against which actual historical change occurs without serving as a prophecy of 
where it must necessarily go.119 It seeks to lay bare the hidden generative 
structures that make possible actual performances in the real historical world, 
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as, for example, the deep linguistic competences posited by Chomsky make 
possible the specific speech acts in different languages.

It also posits a logic of potential developmental stages through which a 
culture, indeed the species as a whole, might pass. As Honneth has noted, “it 
appears as the diachronic counterpart to the synchronically laid-out theory of 
communicative action. Whereas the latter reconstructs the implicit rule systems 
of social action in the form of a universal pragmatics, the former is supposed to 
analyze the stage-like development in the phylogenetic dimension of the history 
of the species.”120 Although Habermas may have refrained from calling it a 
self-conscious fictionalization, it was more of a hypothetical thought experiment 
than Marxist historical materialism had been, intuitively positing the existence 
of a pre-theoretical and pre-reflective learning process with potential universal 
scope, but always dependent on a posteriori empirical and discursive validation 
on the part of those who participate in the process. At best, it rested only on 
what Habermas called a “weak naturalism” in which human learning can be 
understood as continuous with the biological processes limned by Darwin.121 
“The fundamental mechanism for social evolution in general,” he wrote, “is to 
be found in an automatic inability not to learn. Not learning, but not-learning is 
the phenomenon that calls for explanation at the socio-cultural state of develop-
ment. Therein lies, if you will, the rationality of man. Only against this back-
ground does the overpowering irrationality of the history of the species become 
visible.”122 In the terms I have earlier borrowed from Bernard Williams, this 
was a form of genealogy more vindicatory than unmasking.

Taking his cue from sociologists like Émile Durkheim and Niklas Luhmann, 
psychologists like Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg, and linguists like Noam 
Chomsky, Habermas sought to locate the latent developmental competences 
that existed for communicative rationality and moral maturation, which were 
then capable of being realized both on the individual and social levels (indeed 
could only be realized if both levels were involved). “This is not a macro-
process happening to a generic subject,” he made clear. “Bearers of evolution 
are society itself and also the subjects of action integrated in it. Evolution can 
be deciphered from a rationally reconstructable pattern of hierarchy of ever 
more comprehensive structures. If we separate these structures from the events 
with which the empirical substrata change, we need not assume univocity, nor 
continuity, nor necessity, nor irreversibility of the course of history.”123 Although the 
potential to evolve was there in a developmental logic that revealed itself retro-
actively, the actual achievement of each stage was itself dependent on contingent 
historical factors and the ways in which crises were resolved and problems 
overcome. These had to be tested empirically. Some problems may appear to 
be solved, but it was always possible to regress to an earlier stage of development, 
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as the emergence of twentieth-century totalitarian politics so vividly demon-
strated. When trying to flesh this all out with reference to the capitalist downturn 
of the 1970s, for example, Habermas remained enough of a materialist to accord 
primary responsibility to economic crises, which triggered administrative or 
“rationality” crises, leading to “motivation” and “legitimation crises.”124 This 
was, in other words, an evolutionary model, an “as if ” narrative, that did not 
posit a smooth or inevitable transition to higher stages, allowed for regres-
sions, and was meant more as an aspirational guide than a prophecy of future 
developments.

Without rehearsing in detail all of the evolutionary stages of Habermas’s 
rational reconstructions of cognitive and moral learning, both on the individual 
and the social level, we have to ask nonetheless in what senses did he under-
stand them as rational? At its most fundamental, Habermas employed rational 
reconstruction to arrive at the principles of universal pragmatics themselves. 
An inborn, species-wide communicative competence—a variant of Chomsky’s 
theory of linguistic competence in grammatical terms—develops over time into 
the discursive skills that allow participants in discussions to proffer and weigh 
the better argument and reach an agreement based on reflection and persua-
sion, or at least inherently to strive toward that end, rather than merely reach 
agreement through coercion, seduction, or the compromise of still opposing 
positions and interests. Individual communicative competence is intertwined 
with intersubjective, mutual practices, which can produce a more sustained 
institutional setting for enhanced rational communication and sustained prac-
tices of discursive deliberation. Nonreflexive, naïve learning without discursive 
validation can be succeeded by reflexive learning, which “takes place through 
discourses in which we thematize practical validity claims that have become 
problematic or have been rendered problematic through institutional doubt, 
and redeem or dismiss them on the basis of arguments.”125 The bourgeois public 
sphere, whose rise and fall he had traced in his earliest major work, could thus 
be placed in an evolutionary pattern, which was susceptible to empirical regres-
sions but tendentially moving in one direction. Following the lead of Kant and 
Weber, Habermas included in this reconstruction the pluralization of reason 
into different subvariants such as instrumental-purposive, strategic, and com-
municative, each with its own institutional embodiments. In Knowledge and 
Human Interests, he had designated the instrumental domination of nature real-
ized through technology as one of the “quasi-transcendental” interests of the 
species—along with a hermeneutic interest in meaning and an emancipatory 
interest in liberation from unjust social constraints—that were anthropological 
constants. Although he backed away from that precise formulation, Habermas 
continued to accept the necessity of its continuing role. “Communicative 
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rationality,” he stressed, “remains on a level with epistemic and teleological 
rationality. Communicative rationality does not constitute the overarching 
structure of rationality but rather one of the three core structures that are, 
however, interwoven with one another by way of the discursive rationality that 
emerges out of communicative rationality.”126

Against the Idealist hope for a totalized integration, his evolutionary 
model valorized differentiation. Against the privileging of one variant, such as 
Luhmann’s elevation of systems-rationality above all others, he argued for 
honoring the distinct varieties that had emerged out of the practices of the life-
world.127 Thus, for example, the evolution of moral or in Kant’s sense practical 
reason would follow its own course. According to Habermas, “morality refers 
to practical questions which can be decided with reasons—to conflicts of action 
which can be resolved through consensus. Only those questions are moral in a 
strict sense which can be answered in a meaningful way from the Kantian 
standpoint of universalization—of what all could wish for.”128 This procedural 
notion of morality was thinner than substantive ethics, which emerged out of 
concrete forms of life and might well resist being turned into universal, binding 
norms. The crucial point was that moral intuitions should be discursively re-
deemed through communicative interaction rather than blindly obeyed, as they 
were in traditional or charismatically legitimated cultures. Such interaction 
involved the ability to exchange roles and understand the point of view of the 
other involved in the intersubjective validation of moral judgments. Rather 
than willing without contradiction what could be a universal law, as the categori-
cal imperative had defined moral obligation, it meant willing what could be 
agreed upon by the participants in the discussion. Although deontological 
rather than consequentialist, moral obligations could not be derived in an a 
priori way. Autonomy meant that agents had to be accountable for their judg-
ments, able to defend their actions through giving reasons that others might 
find persuasive.129 Building on the ontogenetic models of Piaget and Kohlberg, 
Habermas rationally reconstructed an intersubjective, social progression from 
preconventional through conventional to postconventional levels of moral 
reasoning, culminating in universal, comprehensive, and consistent principles 
like the golden rule or categorical imperative. Understood heuristically as cumu-
lative learning processes, but always subject to transgression, they could come 
to inform cultural and legal institutions that transmitted them to posterity and 
made them available for unending rational discussion.130

A similar rational reconstruction might also be applied to a third differen-
tiated area of modern culture, which Habermas, following Kant’s scheme of 
three Critiques as elaborated by Weber’s sociological insights into the institu-
tionalization of distinct value spheres, identified with the aesthetic.131 Although 
distancing himself from Adorno’s reliance on the aesthetic as a placeholder of 
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an emphatic, still metaphysical concept of reason and warning against what he 
saw as the poststructuralist leveling of the genre distinction between philosophi-
cal and literary language, he nonetheless was not ready to cede the aesthetic to 
the counter-Enlightenment defenders of the “other” of reason. In his history of 
the bourgeois public sphere, it will be recalled, Habermas had included public 
discussions of literary and other artistic genres in his account of its early manifes-
tations. As Kant had argued in the Critique of Judgment, aesthetic judgments were 
not subsumable under universal, binding rules, as were the determinant judg-
ments of cognition and morality, but were made reflectively instead, based on 
paradigmatic examples, analogical reasoning, and the wisdom of accumulated 
experience. But insofar as they entailed argumentation and the giving of reasons, 
rather than simply being expressions of idiosyncratic taste, they involved rational 
discourse. Thus, for example, the Enlightenment recognition that aesthetic 
pleasure was disinterested in a way that normal corporeal pleasure was not 
demonstrated an ability to make salient rational discriminations, as did the 
formal isolation of works from their ideological or functional contexts of genesis 
and reception.

Works of art themselves or at least the genres in which they were placed, 
Habermas also came to believe, could be understood as undergoing a process 
of rationalization. The preservation of the expressive or semantic content of 
the lifeworld, including that mimetic relationship to nature extolled by Benjamin 
and Adorno, could be rationally developed: “Art becomes a laboratory, the 
critic an expert, the development of art the medium of a learning process—
here, naturally not in the sense of an accumulation of epistemic contents, or an 
aesthetic ‘progress’—which is possible only in individual dimensions—but 
nonetheless in the sense of a concentrically expanding, advancing exploration of 
a realm of possibilities structurally opened with the autonomization of art.”132

Because rational reconstruction means that reasoning can be employed 
with hindsight to posit the innate potential for its own development, it may 
seem to court the charge of circularity. It was, however, Habermas’s argument, 
following Hans Blumenberg’s analysis of the legitimacy of the modern age, that 
modernity, and along with it, modern reason, had to “create its normativity out of 
itself. ”133 Whereas ancient notions of reason were grounded outside of them-
selves, in for example intelligible forms put into the world by God, modern 
ones were without external foundations. For all his willingness to engage in a 
respectful dialogue with religious traditions—he even had a productive exchange 
with Pope Benedict XVI134—Habermas had no doubt that secularization 
paved the way for the self-grounding of reason:

Only with the transition to modernity does the knowing and morally 
judging subject appropriate the divine standpoint, insofar as it assumes 
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two highly significant forms of idealization. On the one side, the subject 
objectifies external nature as the totality of states of affairs and events that 
are connected in a law-like manner. On the other, the subject expands the 
familiar social world into an unbounded community of all responsibly acting 
persons. In this way, the door is opened for reason to penetrate the opaque 
world in both dimensions—in the form of the cognitive rationalization of 
an objectified nature, and the social-cognitive rationalization of the totality 
of morally regulated interpersonal relationships.135

In a way, we might note in conclusion, Habermas’s theory was an updated 
version of Kant’s critique of pure reason, in which reason was both the object of 
the critique and the tool through which critique was itself conducted. Ever 
since his doctoral dissertation on Schelling, he had been skeptical of attempts to 
posit ultimate foundations, whether in natural philosophy, transcendental 
idealism, or identity philosophy.136 As a result, the reconstruction he attempted 
was both that of a model of evolutionary development toward greater rationality, 
which might be observed from an imagined position outside of it, and a partici-
patory, discursive process of arguing rationally about the applicability of that 
very model. As such, it combined a moment of consciousness-centered subjective 
reason, cognitively appraising the world from afar, with another based on inter-
subjective communicative rationality where everyone is a participant. As in the 
case of the interpretation of psychoanalysis in Knowledge and Human Interests as a 
model of an emancipatory science, although without the dubious parallel be-
tween psychological individual and social metasubject, it involved a mixture of 
third-person observation with second-person recognition and interaction. To 
maximize the potential for a robust rationalism in a postmetaphysical era, the 
interaction of its diverse voices had to be fostered, even if there were no chance 
of their fully harmonizing into a single unified song. Although, to adopt one of 
his key oppositions, social integration based on intersubjective communication 
could regain some of the ground it had lost in modernity to system integration 
based on impersonal functionalist processes, it would be a vain hope to wish for 
the full incorporation of the latter into the former.

The best that one could hope for was a restoration of the balance that had 
been lost when modernity privileged purposive rationality, system integration, 
and steering mechanisms like money and administration over communicative 
rationality, social integration, and the participatory involvement of the life-
world. Reason after its eclipse, Habermas cautiously concluded, would never 
regain its full power to illuminate the world and light humankind’s path to a 
rational utopia. But it still had the potential to move us beyond a world of dark 
forces clashing violently in an endless night.


