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HABERMAS AND THE KANT-HEGEL
CONTRAST

Espen Hammer

Hegel’s influence on the thinkers associated with the early Frankfurt School
has been vast. The notion of immanent critique, which Max Horkheimer,
Theodor W. Adorno and Herbert Marcuse appropriated and used in their
reflections on contemporary society, was in large part generated from their
reading of Hegel, and so was their commitment to offering a philosophical
account of the nature and aspirations of modernity. Their insistence on inter-
preting cultural and social phenomena dialectically had Hegel’s method of self-
reflection in the Phenomenology of Spirit as its most immediate forerunner, and
they have all in some defining sense subscribed to an essentially Hegelian
notion of critique.! In particular, what has united their efforts and given Critical
Theory a sense of identity has been the project of trying to unravel what they
have seen as the contradictions of late modernity between its actual practices
and its ideals, and then, on the basis of that unraveling, perform an immanent
social critique aimed at indicating how those contradictions might be over-
come. Hegel, they have argued, offers a view of social reality that is not fixated
on social facts as such, as though these exist on a par with those of the natural
world, but on the way in which such facts are constituted and generated in
processes that themselves, though not exclusively, involve claims and com-
mitments that the critical theorist can turn to in order to obtain normative
resources for conducting critique.? Most of the early proponents of Critical
Theory, including Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse, followed the early Marx,
however, in criticizing Hegel for having developed what they saw as an exces-
sive form of idealism.®> Hegel, they argued, ultimately succumbed to the idealist
temptation to provide final, and in the ultimate instance indefensible,
groundings for his philosophy.

More recently, Jiirgen Habermas has sought to reconceptualize the nature of
Critical Theory by turning more directly to Kant. In a crucial move, which in
the early 1970s led him to embark on the long path of developing a formal-
pragmatic theory of rational communication, Habermas claimed that critique,
the central term, obviously, of any critical theory, involves not only, as he had
initially argued, self-reflection (or immanent critique) but also, in a more
Kantian vein, rational reconstruction of necessary presuppositions of rational
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action and judgment.* In contrast to the earlier representatives of Critical
Theory, for whom reification and positivism (or, in Hegelian jargon, dogma-
tism) emerged as the fundamental issues to be confronted, Habermas’s turn to
Kant was in large part motivated by a growing desire to refute contextualism
and relativism.

Echoing tendencies in thinkers such as Robert Brandom, Richard Rorty,
Hilary Putnam, Stanley Cavell and Donald Davidson, what we might think of
as the Hegelian side of Habermas is less interested in questions of representa-
tion (at least if conceived in strong realist terms, and with reference to an
individual subject’s experience independently of a community of speakers) than
in how speakers, while belonging to a linguistic community, rationally go about
understanding, communicating and justifying their claims to one another. Yet
while reason’s embodiment in language, practice and historical forms of life has
become a dominant theme in contemporary post-analytical philosophy, the
Kantian side of Habermas has called for the reconstruction of formal-pragmatic
presuppositions of speech that can provide an account of how unconditional
and context-transcending claims to universal validity are possible.” The claims
a speaker makes, Habermas argues, do not simply reflect facts about this per-
son’s own position; they inevitably aim to be valid for all rational speakers.

This paper will be exploring Habermas’s negotiation of the Kant-Hegel
legacy. I will suggest that Habermas fails to appreciate the exact nature of some
of the defining features of the idealist project, in particular its account of
spontaneity and self-determination, which profoundly shaped Hegel’s thinking.
[ will criticize, therefore, Habermas’s claim that Hegel, despite being a prota-
gonist of ‘detranscendentalization’, ultimately reverted to a ‘mentalist’ theory of
absolute subjectivity. I will claim, moreover, that when read as a self-reflective
criticism of positivity, Hegel’s project can be shown to represent a challenge to
Habermas’s formal-pragmatic approach. In the final section, I will argue that
Habermas’s failure to adequately define the nature of Hegel’s thinking may
suggest the need for a retrieval of earlier and more manifestly Hegelian

accounts of Critical Theory. At this point I will briefly invoke the work of
Adorno.

Habermas’s Critique of Hegel

The development of the early Hegel’s thinking was profoundly shaped by his
considerations of the Enlightenment, and of European modernity as such. As
Habermas observes in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, the fundamental
problem faced by Hegel was whether or in what sense modernity could be said
to possess the conceptual and cultural resources requisite for reconciling
individual aspirations to self-authorization and self-determination with objec-
tive institutional frameworks of various kinds.® How, indeed, is it possible to
criticize and eventually overcome positivity — the arbitrary and, for Hegel,
dogmatic and potentially authoritarian enforcement of normative claims and
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ideals, whether in religion, art, science, philosophy, or politics? In the name
of what kind of criteria or aspirations can positivity even be located and
diagnosed?

In his earliest phase of serious intellectual engagement, in Tiibingen, Bern
and Frankfurt in the 1790s, Hegel appeared as a strong critic of the Enlight-
enment project, arguing that it promotes an instrumental, fragmenting, and
ultimately distorted vision of rationality.” The Enlightenment had celebrated
understanding [Verstand] or reflection at the expense of reason [Vernunft]. Thus,
rather than seeking to articulate some form of absolute unity by reference to
which the various dualisms of modernity — faith versus reason, theory versus
practice, morality versus ethical life, the finite versus the infinite, and so on —
could be overcome, the proponents of the Enlightenment merely accepted or
affirmed them, thereby elevating finite, arbitrary determinations to the status of
something absolute. Moreover, the main adversary of the Enlightenment, pro-
testant orthodoxy, fared no better. By failing to transform the historical-critical
activity of biblical exegesis into a living element of ethical life that could
motivate moral action in accordance with reason’s commands, it left the indi-
vidual believer without any means to identify with religious doctrine.

Like some of his contemporaries, such as Schiller, Schelling, Holderlin, and,
a few years later, the Jena Romantics, Hegel, despite his enthusiasm for the
French Revolution and for Luther’s revitalization of Christianity, found modern
life essentially cold and alienating; and, following the lead of Rousseau’s Second
Discourse, advocated a reconsideration of moral and cultural ideals, mainly
Hellenic and Christian, borrowed from bygone epochs of human history.
Unlike many intellectuals of his own generation, however, Hegel was never
nostalgic about these ideals, and when searching for ways to reactualize them,
he always did so within the parameters set by what he understood to be the
most sophisticated manifestations of modern thought.

In his early theological writings, in which he criticizes the positivity of
Christianity, Hegel turns to Kant’s moral philosophy. However, from framing
his account of the teachings of Jesus, in “The Positivity of the Christian Reli-
gion’, in such a way as to make Jesus be a proponent of Kant’s notion of self-
resolved duty, Hegel soon started to view Kantian morality as aligned with the
Enlightenment trend towards greater alienation.® The moral law, though self-
imposed, requires unconditional obedience, independently of empirical moti-
vation and nature; yet by dividing the subject along the familiar opposition of
reason and sensibility (including the capacity for passionate attachment, or
what Hegel calls ‘love’), it came to epitomize the fateful dialectic of externa-
lization which, in Hegel’s view, seemed to be the hallmark of Enlightenment
rationalization.

Around the turn of the century, Hegel became more focused on Kant’s the-
oretical philosophy, arguing that it was caught up in the arbitrary dogmatism of
Enlightenment thinking as well. The privileging of the understanding, which
offered cognitive assurance at the cost of being, as he saw it, formal, finite, and
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ultimately psychologistic, over reason, the capacity to unify and reconcile the
sundered ‘whole’, seemed unacceptable and called for a very different approach.
Rather than following Kant, Hegel began developing a new systematic approach
to the human mind and its relation to the social whole. Now this is the point
at which Habermas starts to make his strongest claims.

Habermas’s approach to the early Jena years is that ‘{Hegel] gambled away
what, from hindsight at least, appear to be his original gains’.® There is, he
claims, on the one hand, the ‘good’ Hegel of the Jena Philosophy of Mind and
Systementwiirfe, who was working his way toward a communicative and inter-
subjectivist theory of the formation of the human mind.'® On this ‘good’
account, Hegel’s ‘spirit’, operating in the media of language and labor, is
nothing but the socially instituted structures of mutual recognition that pro-
vide grounds for identity-formation, and the categories according to which the
objective world is cognitively processed emerge as functions or by-products of
that process. For Habermas, however, there is, also the ‘bad’ Hegel of the Phe-
nomenology of Spirit and beyond. Habermas claims that this ‘bad’ Hegel replaced
the detranscendentalized (or situated, finite) subject of the earlier writings with
a theory of absolute subjectivity, involving a single macrosubject allegedly
capable of overcoming the opposition between subjective certainty and objec-
tive sociality by reference to some form of totalizing, otherness-absorbing self-
conscious ‘whole’.!! While the earlier, ‘good’ Hegel set the stage for thinkers
such as Humboldt, Peirce, Dilthey, Dewey, Cassirer, Heidegger, and Wittgen-
stein, all of whom are said to have ‘put the transcendental subject back into
context and [situated] reason in social space and historical time’,!? the later,
‘bad’ Hegel returned, albeit in a grandiose and ultimately absurd fashion, phi-
losophy to the ‘mentalist’ position that the earlier Hegel had found in Kant but
rejected. Hegel should have remained faithful to his early view that the sub-
ject-subject model characteristic of communicative action is more fundamental
than the subject-object model on which the account of alienation is pre-
dicated. He would then have been able to articulate the promises of modernity
in terms of the account he provides of rational dialogue and intersubjective
understanding. Instead, what he did was to reclaim the notion of free, self-
reflective subjectivity, yet this time not as a finite, psychologistic entity, but as
embodying the capacity for absolute freedom and hence the ability to over-
come every contingency or otherness by seeing it as the product of its own self-
positing.

These are large claims, and in this crude sketch I have so far said nothing
about why Habermas holds them to be true. Whatever one thinks of their
cogency, however, it is hard not to appreciate how well they fit in with his own
rejection of ‘mentalism’. As in many of his readings of other thinkers in the
Western tradition, there is here a promise that has been rejected, forgotten or
repressed; thus by offering his dual interpretation, Habermas can place
himself at the end of a history of failures and tell his audience exactly what
went wrong.
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For the moment, I will neither deal with Habermas’s own theory of com-
municative rationality, nor with the corresponding, though rudimentary, inter-
subjectivist account he claims to have found in Hegel’s Jena Systementwiirfe.
What interests me, rather, are the views he brings to bear on the notion of
spirit and the role this entity is supposed to play in Hegel’s version of the ‘self-
grounding of modernity’. Is it plausible that Hegel’s theory of freely self-
determining spirit, as it is developed and articulated in the Phenomenology of
Spirit, should be viewed as a form of mentalism?

By ‘mentalism’, Habermas refers to any philosophical theory that, following
the lead of Descartes’s epistemology, takes the crucial challenge of philosophy
to consist in the problem of accounting for the possibility of objective repre-
sentation. A mentalist is someone who believes that objective representation
(if at all possible given the skeptical doubts which, in Descartes, were epito-
mized in the construction of the famous dream-argument) takes place through
some sort of ideational ‘mirroring’, and that such mirroring — available through
introspection — can only occur for a self-conscious epistemic subject. As
opposed to the, at best, indirect access one may have to mind-external or
mind-independent reality, epistemic access to one’s own private mental con-
tent is on the mentalist view understood to be immediate and incorrigible.
Moreover, since there is no immediate access to a mind-independent reality,
truth and objectivity become functions of the quality or mode with which ideas
(or representational content in general) are presented to the mind. On the
assumption that the mind actually is able to ‘mirror’ reality, Descartes famously
introduced the criteria of clarity and distinctness in order to distinguish ver-
idical from non-veridical representations. In acts of self-reflection, the subject
assesses the degree of objectivity of its own ideas.

One difficulty which arises when assessing Habermas’s lumping of both Kant
and (the ‘bad’) Hegel with Descartes and mentalism is that it seems to do little
justice to the specific form of idealism which emerges in Germany with the
publication of the Critique of Pure Reason, and which, though in a radically
reshaped fashion, is being continued in Hegel’s Phenomenology.'®> The Cartesian
(mentalist) view presupposes a robust realism according to which the world to
be correctly represented is the world as it is independently of a subject’s con-
ceptual determination of it. Given a non-inferentially warranted mental state,
the mentalist asks, how can we prove whether it corresponds to a mind-
independent reality? Yet neither Kant nor Hegel believe a) that there is such a
thing as a world in itself to be represented at all, or b) that the most promising
way to reconstruct the conditions under which knowledge is possible is to try
to identify an immediately given mental state and then inquire into its possible
correspondence with a mind-independent object. Central to both Kant’s and
Hegel’s projects is that non-inferentially warranted states cannot have an
epistemic value because in order to take a mental state to possess any kind of
determinacy (and it must have determinacy, be of something in particular, in
order to represent something), it is necessary to take it to have a specific content,
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and one can only do so by making a judgment about it that involves the use of
concepts. There is, on Kant’s and Hegel’s views, no intuitive knowledge of
anything; all knowledge requires the mediation of concepts deployed in judg-
ments. Rather than taking the mind’s epistemic role to consist in passively
representing the world, where the truth-claim of a given representation is
assessed in terms of specific epistemic qualities, both Kant and Hegel argue that
the mind is fundamentally active in that, in getting to know how things stand,
it determines what is given to it by relating judgmentally (and hence apper-
ceptively) to the given. To make judgments, then, and thereby to experience
mind-independent objects, is for Kant and Hegel to submit oneself to the spe-
cific norms that govern their formation.!'# It is only when we actively process
what is given by placing it judgmentally in normatively structured relations
that questions of objectivity, and therefore of truth and falsehood, can emerge.

For Kant, such considerations achieve further elaboration when reflecting
upon what it means to take representations to be representing an object. I am
able to view myself as apperceptively self-aware of my representations qua
representations of an object insofar as | take them to be combined and deter-
mined in certain ways that correspond to the possible forms of judgment.
Whatever one’s views are concerning Kant’s influence on Hegel, the Hegel of
the Phenomenology accepts that judging, or making a claim to knowledge, is an
activity that presupposes a pre-given commitment to specific norms that
determine what counts as authoritative or objective for the kind of self-conscious
experience of objects that the idealists take to be required for there being a
genuinely cognitive relation to the world. Yet on his account there is no fixed
and transhistorical set of ‘forms of judgment’ such as Kant’s categories that
govern all possible judging; rather, the Phenomenology is a progressive testing of
successive candidates for successful notional determination of judgment. For
each putative experience, Hegel presents a test-case which will show whether
the notional determination is adequate for the self-conscious experience of
objects that is being promised. If it is not adequate (which it is bound to be,
given Hegel’s desire to recount a developmental story that will gradually lead
to greater insight into the subject’s own free responsibility for the notional
determinations it applies), offering conflict, incoherence and paradox rather
than self-conscious experience of objects, then a new notional determination is
introduced which resolves the problems and disappointments of the former. In
the final instance, the author of the Phenomenology will be arguing that the
ultimate basis for epistemic authority is a community of agents — an aspect of
what Hegel calls ‘spirit’ [Geist] — in which every member is recognized by the
others as free and equal, and in which the members take their self-reflective
form of life to be the absolute vantage-point from which any question of epis-
temic authority can be raised.!> At no point, then, is Hegel venturing beyond
the level of consciousness’s own dialectical self-reflection in order to assess its
norms with reference to the object as it is in itself. The only mentalism at
stake in the Phenomenology is the one which Hegel himself introduces in the
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initial chapter on ‘consciousness’ only to discard it by showing that its claims
about what counts as knowledge generate inconsistencies and paradoxes.'®

In a recent essay on Kant’s and Hegel’s epistemologies, ‘From Kant to Hegel
and Back Again: The Move toward Detranscendentalization’, Habermas
recognizes the need to distinguish, within the group of positions which he
characterizes as mentalist, between Cartesian realism and the transcendental
turn in Kant and subsequent idealists.!” The transcendental turn involves, he
writes, ‘the idea that the knowing subject determines the conditions under
which it can be affected by sensory input’.!® Yet the way in which Kant’s pro-
ject is subsequently described reveals why he continues to think of it as wedded
to mentalism. Kant, he claims, ‘wishes to solve a problem that he inherits from
the mentalist paradigm, one that establishes the contrast between a represent-
ing subject and a world of objects offered for representation. At the same time,
he also inherits those unanalyzed notions of subjectivity and self-reflection that
are constitutive for the mentalist framework’.!® This interpretation, however, is
misleading. By understanding the central problem of Kantian epistemology to
reside in the quest for correct representation of ‘a world of objects offered for
representation’, Habermas fails to realize that the crucial issue in Kant is not
representation but the uncovering of the conditions our representations must
conform to in order for human agents to be able to take them as representing
objects in the first place. The second claim, about subjectivity and self-reflec-
tion, is not easy to understand. However, what Habermas seems to get at is that
Kant’s conception of the transcendental apperception involves what he calls ‘a
self-reflection that operates as a representation of my own representings’.”®
Again, this is unpromising as an account of Kant’s position. If self-conscious-
ness (or self-reflection) were thought to be some sort of second-order repre-
sentation, then that would require yet another level of self-awareness again,
and so on ad infinitum. We would, as Dieter Henrich has argued, be faced with
an infinite regress.”! However, as I have already indicated, Kant is not com-
mitted to such a view. Very roughly, for him the transcendental unity of
apperception is the capacity to take oneself as the author of one’s experience,
and therefore of the judgments made in relation to it. The subject’s identity is
a function of the capacity to ascribe experiences to one and the same self over
time, which ultimately is made possible by the way in which the same subject
is able to create a synthetic unity among its experiences.

Habermas’s recent ascription of mentalism to Hegel is more complex. He
does acknowledge that the specific form of self-reflection being practiced in the
Phenomenology does not fall immediately under the mentalist paradigm. In clear
opposition to Kant’s transcendental epistemology, it involves:

a) alearning process whereby the subject comes to realize that its self-reflectively
accepted notion of what counts as knowledge is ultimately dependent on
standards that are upheld in and through communal practices of mutual
recognition; and
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b) that the orientation of the reconstructive philosopher therefore needs to
change from that of being preoccupied with the spontaneity of a solitary
transcendental subject to what eventually, when the Hegelian narrative
reaches the level of ‘Spirit’, turns into an account of the intersubjective
constitution of the objective world.

One might add to this that the Phenomenology can be read as one continuous
battle with Cartesian realism. Starting, in the first chapter, with the experience
of an individual consciousness embodying strong realist claims about knowl-
edge, Hegel gradually undermines this picture by showing how experience is
mediated — first, through conceptual determinations as such, and second,
through communal recognition of the experiencing subject’s conceptual deter-
minations.

Why, then, can Hegel continue to be accused of mentalism? Habermas’s
argument is this. The intersubjectivist reading of spirit, while attractive in that
it overcomes the ‘methodological solipsism’ of the Descartes—Kant—Fichte tra-
dition, is ‘deficient by Hegel’s own standards’.?? It is deficient because the
intersubjectivist reading fails to bridge the gap between claims to knowledge
that satisfy intersubjective criteria of validation and what is objectively true. It
is simply not the case that idealized intersubjective validation implies objective
truth. Thus, even if a contestable view has turned out to be acceptable ‘for us’,
it has still not been established that it is true of the world as it is independently
of the intersubjectively established framework. On Habermas’s account, Hegel
would see the intersubjectivist reading of spirit as involving a form of arbi-
trariness with regard to the norms which govern the community’s reason-giving
activities.

According to Habermas’s own thinking, such arbitrariness must be accepted.
It is simply another way of characterizing the postmetaphysical fact that the
most authoritative source of knowledge in modern societies, namely science,
can only develop in a spirit of inevitable fallibility. Scientific research is finite:
it must humbly accept that what today counts as a rationally acceptable theory
may tomorrow be overthrown by one of its competitors. However, in what
Kuhnian philosophy of science has taught us, it is required that the scientist is
open not only to piece-meal revisions, but also to anomalies that, if impossible
to integrate into the adopted framework, may ultimately lead to a change of
paradigm. This is another aspect of the inevitable arbitrariness characterizing
all knowledge. It should be noted, though, that Habermas at this point is
conflating two different claims. It is one thing to say that those who engage in
scientific research must be open to the possibility of critique, revision and fal-
sification, and that that involves the acceptance of a certain form of arbitrari-
ness; it is quite a different thing, however, to say that the framework within
which such research takes place — the normatively structured relationships of
inference that must be in place for data to be interpreted and theories to be
established and corroborated — is arbitrary. For us to be able to think of it as
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arbitrary it would be necessary to envision alternatives that would be equally
well grounded in the learning process of a given culture, yet such alternatives
are precisely not available for the simple reason that we could not make sense
of them within our own life-form. It also suggests, along with the metaphysical
realism which Habermas elsewhere wants to reject, that there is such a thing as
the world as it is in itself, and that cultural standards must be arbitrary because
they do not present us with an absolute view-point. Yet one of the central
lessons of Hegel’s thinking is precisely that the very idea of the world as it is in
itself is incoherent: there is no objecthood independently of the conceptual
scheme we employ. Only if we saw the conceptual scheme as imposed upon a
world that somehow were epistemically constituted outside of our concepts
would it make sense to ask whether it accurately matches or represents the
world. However, the Hegelian view is that no such imposition takes place. Our
rules for determining objects stretch out all the way to the object; thus dis-
covering empirically what the world is like will not cast any light whatsoever
on the constitutive or transcendental relation between thought and world.??
Only the examination, as in the Phenomenology, of the different ways we can
take the world to be determinate will reveal this relation.

Regardless of how Habermas would go about defending this particular ver-
sion of contextualism (which certainly does suggest, along the lines of the
mentalist paradigm, that there is a gap between our cognitive practices and the
world as it is in itself), the view he attributes to Hegel is that the inter-
subjectivist understanding of objective spirit is insufficient to ground objectiv-
ity in the way Hegel (on this construal) would seem to want it to do. Instead,
what is required (according to Habermas’s Hegel) is an account of absolute
spirit in which an ‘absolute subject’ is posited as the basis from which the his-
tory of consciousness emerges: ‘This subject is thought of as the One and All,
as the totality that ‘can have nothing outside itself”.?#

The account Habermas invokes here is a version of Platonism whereby spirit,
or the absolute subject, is considered to be a metaphysical entity — or, more
correctly, a noumenal reality — that actualizes itself teleologically by progres-
sively overcoming its own self-alienations. In analogy with Fichte’s Tathandlung
(or self-positing ego) yet expanded beyond finite consciousness, spirit becomes
a ‘self-reflection writ large’”® that permeates the human mind, world history,
and external nature. While this represents Hegel’s solution to the arbitrariness-
problem in that noumenal reality is now accessible for a philosophy of spirit, it
can at the same time be interpreted as mentalism taken to its utmost extreme:
for in contrast to the more modest conceptions of subjectivity that we find in
Descartes or Kant, the Hegelian absolute subject expands to cosmic dimensions
and becomes the source of all reality. Knowing the way it determines itself
throughout its formative processes becomes equivalent with possessing the kind
of absolute knowledge which Hegel’s mature system promises.

Habermas’s interpretation of Hegel may sound excessive. However, as Fre-
derick Beiser points out, not only has it been pervasive in much scholarship on
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German idealism but, insofar as Hegel is considered to represent the culmina-
tion of the Cartesian tradition, enjoys a certain inherent plausibility.?® If the
Cartesian (or mentalist) is committed to the view that the subject has
immediate knowledge only of its own ideas, and therefore that it has no direct
recourse to that which is beyond its circle of awareness, then the German
objective idealists attempt to avoid the skeptical conclusion arising from this
paradigm by widening consciousness to embrace everything: thus knowing the
expanded mind’s own ideas, which amounts to self-knowledge, becomes
equivalent with having metaphysical knowledge that extends into the noume-
nal realm. By combining this idea with Kant’s alleged notion of the world-
creative powers of the subject, one could reach the kind of position that
Habermas attributes to Hegel.
According to Beiser, however, this story has little or no truth to it:

the absolute subject, the infinite ego, or universal spirit, understood as
a metaphysical principle or noumenal reality, never had much of a role to
play in German idealism. If it appeared at all, it was only very briefly,
confined to a very short phase of Schelling’s philosophical project, the
few months he adhered to the doctrines espoused in his early Vom Ich
als Prinzip der Philosophie (1796); and Schelling quickly moved away
from this position, and even during this period he equivocated whe-
ther he meant to commit himself to the existence of the absolute
subject.?’

Beiser’s own account, however, is different from the one I already outlined with
regard to Hegel. According to Beiser, the German idealists, including Holder-
lin, Schlegel, Novalis, Schelling, and Hegel, instead turned to ‘something
impersonal, neutral, or indifferent, whether it be pure being, life, or the indif-
ference point; to construe it as the ego is to hypostatize and anthropomorphize
it, dragging it down into the realm of finite experience’.?®

I do not intend to discuss Beiser’s positive account but will simply note that
if Habermas’s interpretive hypothesis were correct, then the question would
arise of how finite humans may have epistemic access to the realm of absolute
or infinite spirit.”” Hegel would then fall behind Kant’s critique of rationalism
and introduce a version of transcendental realism that would be indefensible
on the basis of the conceptual resources on offer in the Phenomenology, let
alone on independent grounds. Habermas’s claim that the adoption of an
extremely ambitious metaphysical theory of absolute spirit would make it easier
for Hegel to defend the unconditional objectivity of what is rationally accep-
table ‘for us’ falters in that it so blatantly disregards that so much of the phi-
losophical labor being performed in the Phenomenology is geared towards
undermining the very possibility of, and rationale for, asking whether our
conceptual schemas, or what rational beings can accept as authoritative, actually
corresponds in some ‘deep’ sense to what is ‘really’ out there. If Habermas’s
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reading were right, then Hegel, rather than succeeding in establishing trans-
cendental conditions for objective judging, would commit himself to a view
that would generate a radical form of skepticism.

Habermas’s Kantianism

Much of Habermas’s effort to establish a theory of rationality that, when added
to his account of ‘systemic intervention in the lifeworld’,*® can provide a more
balanced understanding of modernity than those of both Hegel and most of the
European thinkers who responded to his work over the next 120 years or so is
predicated on a return to motives found in Kant.>! We have seen that Haber-
mas (wrongly in my view) believes to have located problems in Kant’s theore-
tical philosophy that are inherited from the Cartesian or mentalist tradition;
thus, returning to Kant must involve finding an alternative Kant who is not
committed to, or in any sense dependent on, a mentalist framework. In
Habermas’s formulation of the task, it is necessary to look for ‘paradigm-neutral
types of self-reflection’ in Kant’s writings. Thus, in the important formulation
of what he calls a formal pragmatics, he seeks to reconstruct the pragmatic
presuppositions speakers allegedly must make when engaging in ‘action
oriented towards understanding’ [verstindigungsorientertes Handeln].?? According
to this theory, speakers understand and interpret each other in light of the
reasons being offered for their respective claims, and when being oriented
exclusively towards reasons they will inevitably have to take each other to be
free and equal in senses Habermas spells out in great detail. In particular,
Habermas introduces the notion of a specific set of idealizations that are said to
underlie everyday speech and make up necessary and universal commitments
that every rational speaker must undertake when communicating and discuss-
ing. Such idealizations, or ‘discourse rules’, stipulate for example that partici-
pants in discourse must have the same chance to put forward or call into
question claims that are being raised, and that the discussion is free from dis-
torting influences, whether their source is open domination, conscious strategic
behavior, or the more subtle barriers to communication deriving from self-
deception. Drawing on some of the deepest ideals of the German idealist tra-
dition, what this means is that linguistic activity commits us to the assumption
that other participants in the linguistic community are to be understood as
fellow subjects, not manipulable objects, and so in all cases as potentially
rational subjects, freely capable of advancing or rejecting various claims being
made by subjects on each other. In his discourse ethics, Habermas even
attempts to derive a moral principle from these rules, arguing that every serious
speaker is committed to this principle when engaging in moral debate over
disputed social norms.?’

Yet what is the exact theoretical status of these rules? According to Haber-
mas’s close associate over many years, Karl-Otto Apel, the discourse rules —
which, as outlining an indefinite community of mutually recognizing speakers,
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for him anticipate an ideal form of life — are of a transcendental nature: they
articulate the apodictical requirements that every speaker must accept as
binding.>* They pretend, we might say, to be universally valid in roughly
the same sense as Kant’s categories are meant to be so. For Habermas, however,
the formulation of the rules is itself hypothetical, the result of a collaboration
between the empirical efforts of social and linguistic sciences, and the phi-
losophical efforts of rational reconstruction.>®> One problem with this weaker
account, though, is that it is not clear what would count as an empirically
based disclaimer of the formulation. Is not a person who formulates an alter-
native set also committed to the discourse rules, and how can she then present
her revision without presupposing that which she is about to criticize?
Moreover, if the discourse rules really just have an empirical status, then how
can Habermas draw on them in order to formulate a view of rationality that, as
he wants, can withstand relativist skepticism? It is not enough to suggest that
no one can engage, say, in rational debate without accepting the idealizations
that the discourse rules stipulate if other cultures turn out to possess different
language games for adjudicating controversial claims and proposals.®® In short,
if the discourse rules can be supported or objected to in light of empirical
considerations, then they cannot ground what Habermas wants them to estab-
lish, namely a form of strong universalism. Habermas cannot have both: a
strong universalism and an empirically based reconstruction of rules of dis-
course.

Another and possibly more interesting problem is that discourses may seem
to satisfy the ideal requirements which Habermas outlines and still not deserve
to be called rational. In evaluating the rationality of specific discourses, there
will always be a need for context-sensitive and historically specific judgment.
Why, one may for example ask, is it always rational to grant every participant
in a rational debate the same right to intervene and raise objections, etc. when
it seems widely, if not universally, accepted, both in theoretical and practical
contexts, that some people will always be more competent, experienced, and
insightful than others? To say that their competence, experience and insight
will have to be proven in the discourse is a non-starter: if so, then very few
serious discussions, whether in science or philosophy, would ever get started.
No rational discourse can proceed without exclusions, yet how, when and the
degree to which such exclusions should be carried out will necessarily be a
matter of judgment. Needless to say, discourses take place in real life — that is,
in unruly and singular situations that require decisions of various kinds.

At this point it may be useful to remind oneself of Hegel’s critique of
positivity. After all, one of the central claims that Hegel makes in this
regard is that the idea of ‘first philosophy’ that informs a Kantian transcen-
dental critique (and, by implication, Habermas’s formal pragmatics, even
though he seeks to soften it by introducing empirical constraints) is deeply proble-
matic. There is always something prior and historically given on which reflec-
tion depends, hence the constitution of epistemic norms cannot be construed as an
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absolute origin but must itself be the outcome of historically mediated pro-
cesses of self-reflection and immanent critique. However, by contrast to the
position Habermas has been defending since the mid-1970s, which seeks to
combine empirical and transcendental reflection in an external relation, Hegel
can agree that claims concerning fundamental structures of rationality are
themselves of a historical nature without accepting that they therefore must be
possible to criticize by reference to empirical considerations. Habermas con-
cedes this point in his 1968 discussion of Hegel in Knowledge and Human
Interests but ignores it as soon as he starts developing his formal pragmatics.?’
The necessities which each formation of consciousness in the Phenomenology
take as given are necessities — necessary epistemic norms — in the sense that
they stake out what a particular formation of consciousness takes to be deter-
minative for itself. They are so fundamental that it would make no sense either
to support or disclaim them empirically. The claim that knowledge, as in the
model of ‘sense certainty’ with which Hegel sparks off his dialectic, is equiva-
lent with whatever presents itself immediately to consciousness, cannot be
touched by empirical considerations: it can neither be supported nor falsified by
such claims. The only procedure that can offer a rational testing of such a
claim is the one which Hegel himself proposes, namely an immanent critique
that seeks to verify whether the claim (or norm) on its own terms offers the kind
of epistemic achievement that it promises. Does the immediacy of whatever is
presented to consciousness really qualify as knowledge in the sense outlined by
this formation of consciousness as it starts its process of self-reflection? As it
turns out, it will experience failure: there can be no claim to knowledge unless
the content of the claim has some form of determinacy, and Hegel will show
that such determinacy is only possible insofar as concepts are being used to
individuate and discriminate the given.*®

[ am not proposing that Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit and its critique of
positivity can be directly reclaimed as an account of rationality today. Hegel’s
ambition, for example, of showing that there is a necessary relation between
each formation of consciousness, such that given the properties of formation X,
a specific and unique formation Y will necessarily follow, introduces external
demands (in Hegel’s case the logical-dialectical entailment-relations explored
in The Science of Logic) on the process of self-reflection that are at odds with
the claim to autonomy ascribed to each formation.>® If such autonomy is
granted, then the outcome of the dialectical self-reflection may simply be
whatever determination there is that resolves the epistemic quandaries of the
original formation. If formation Y follows from formation X, then it is not
because it is the only formation that satisfies the requirements arising from the
breakdown of formation X, but simply because it satisfies them. Y is therefore a
possible but not necessary consequence of X.*°

Immanent critique takes the existence of language games and human
practices as given and, without any attempt to establish foundations or pre-
suppositionless beginnings, engages in critical self-reflection with a view to
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showing whether they offer what they purport to offer according to their
criteria and conceptual determinations. Since the criteria (of what counts as
something in particular, or of whether something is valid or right) and con-
ceptual determinations make up the historical framework within which human
speech and activity can appear as intelligible, they do not have an empirical
status, nor can empirical considerations be appealed to in the process of
reflecting upon them.

In Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas formulates a similar view.
Drawing on Fichte’s critique of dogmatism, Habermas argues that there exists a
form of self-reflection which is characterized precisely by the desire to achieve
mature autonomy through the overcoming of false hypostatizations. As in
Fichte, reason is not, he argues, a theoretical faculty, a faculty of contempla-
tion, so much as it is the unification of theoretical and practical interest in the
search for one’s own autonomy; and Habermas’s goal in this book is to reinstate
this model as essential to the very endeavor of critical social theory in the
Frankfurt School tradition:

41

For reflection destroys, along with a false view of things, the dogmatic
attitudes of a habitual form of life. ... In false consciousness, knowing
and willing are still joined. ... The reversal of consciousness means
the dissolution of identifications, the breaking of fixations, and the
destruction of projections.*?

In the ‘Postscript’ to Knowledge and Human Interests, however, Habermas, as
already mentioned, starts to distance himself from this notion of critique. In
particular, he finds that it harbors an equivocation between two very different
notions, namely ‘immanent critique’ as already outlined and ‘rational
reconstruction’ in the Kantian sense.*> Of course, detecting such an equivoca-
tion in the historical use of a term does nothing to show that there actually
exist philosophical reasons to add a program of rational reconstruction to
the initially conceived program of immanent critique, and it certainly does
not license the gradual abandonment of the latter in favor of the former. Per-
haps the most weighty reason for differentiating between the two forms of
critique and developing a theory of formal pragmatics and rationality was that,
on Habermas’s later view, it no longer seemed clear that the unmasking of
ideological hypostatizations and world views had any intersubjectively valid
standard to appeal to in characterizing perceptions and theories as distorted or
false. Having abandoned what he thought of as Hegel’s notion of absolute
truth or the absolute subject (as articulated, ultimately, in The Science of Logic),
it seemed to him that no alternative existed but to construct a theory that
would account for the discursive commitments necessary in order to raise
claims to intersubjective validity. Such claims are then meant to be
redeemed in discourses that are rational according to the stipulations of the
theory.
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An earlier account of critical theory

We have seen that not only are there reasons to doubt the validity of Haber-
mas’s interpretation of Hegel, but arguments drawn from Hegel may well be
used in order to question Habermas’s own position. I will now complicate this
picture considerably (and possibly too much) by introducing the thought that
resources for obtaining a more refined conception of what immanent critique
involves may perhaps exist not only in the early Habermas (who, as I said,
quickly abandoned this procedure, or at least downplayed its theoretical role),
but in earlier versions of Critical Theory, in particular those that are more
directly influenced by Hegel than Habermas has been. One such early version
is found in Adorno’s negative dialectics. Like Habermas, Adorno does launch a
high-pitched critique of Hegel, accusing him of adopting a pre-critical meta-
physics of the absolute subject along the lines already explored. According to
Adorno, Hegel’s system falsely reduces everything to identity; it is, he writes,
the ‘belly turned mind’, an extreme idealism that is incapable of respecting any
theory- or mind-independent evidence.** Yet while making these accusations,
however dubitable, Adorno nevertheless positions himself as a distinctly
Hegelian theorist. He does so, I will claim, by conceiving of philosophy as a
form of radical self-reflection capable of challenging the prevailing, more
instrumentalist forms of reason in modernity.

The notion of instrumental reason — essentially end-indifferent, procedural
and technocratic reasoning — is central to the early Frankfurt School’s assess-
ment of modernity but gets dramatized by Adorno to become the driving motor
of human history as such. In his most philosophical writings, Adorno sees
instrumental reason and the forms of domination on which its exercise is based
as totalitarian and deeply damaging of both interhuman relations as well as the
relation between man and nature.

[t has occasionally been claimed, not least by Habermas himself, that
Adorno’s dark account of instrumental reason and its pervasiveness in late
modernity undermines his program of self-reflection and critique.*> If reason is
instrumental and only capable of assessing the best means to given and there-
fore, from the standpoint of reason, arbitrary ends, then the critical theorist is
sawing off the branch on which he sits: his practice of critique is then perfor-
matively at odds with his theory of rationality, and he will have to accept that
he does not dispose of any normative resources on which to base his critique.
Now Habermas’s point would certainly be well-taken if it were indeed true that
Adorno needs an independent theory of rationality to back up his claims.
However, he would only need that if he accepted Habermas’s anti-Hegelian
premise, namely that a critique of life-forms and forms of rationality must be
supported by a quasi-transcendental, universalist theory of rationality. The
position we find in Adorno is rather that critique must proceed on an imma-
nent basis. Although a theorist must always be open to the possibility of radical
conceptual revision, there is no coherent standpoint beyond the practices that
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already exist. In his Negative Dialectics, Adorno tries to develop this point by
arguing that the task of philosophically and socially motivated critique is to
criticize the failure of specific norms or criteria to deliver the epistemic results
they promise. On Adorno’s account, the most pressing example of such a cri-
tique is one that focuses on ‘identity’, a notion which is best and most fruitfully
interpreted in terms of Hegel’s theme of positivity. This, at least, is how I read
passages such as the following:

The name of dialectics says no more, to begin with, than that objects
do not go into their concepts without leaving a remainder, that they
come to contradict the traditional norm of adequacy. ... It indicates
the untruth of identity, the fact that the concept does not exhaust the
thing conceived. Aware that the conceptual totality is mere appeat-
ance, | have no way but to break immanently, in its own measure,
through the appearance of total identity.*¢

What Adorno claims here is that knowledge of objects is made possible by
norms, concepts or rules — that is, the criteria we dispose of for knowing the
object in its objecthood. When they fail to yield such knowledge, an immanent
process of conceptual revision is set in motion.

It would have served his purpose better had Adorno made it clear that the
target of his critique is false identity and not identity per se. False identity, for
Adorno, arises when epistemic norms or criteria are naturalized and viewed as
expressions of an immutable order of things in themselves, beyond the con-
tingencies of history. Such naturalized norms or criteria are thus claimed to
provide an ‘absolute identity’ between knowledge and its object, or, in Ador-
no’s Hegelian jargon, between subject and object. On Adorno’s Weberian view
of rationalization, the norms and criteria we possess as modern agents tend
increasingly to provide some kind of higher-order abstraction in accordance
with which the object of knowledge is supposed to be understood. Natural
science, for example, typically presents its claims in terms of some formal
mathematical procedure, and knowing the world becomes a matter of knowing
it in those terms.*’ Likewise, the phenomenon which Adorno, following Marx,
calls ‘commodification’ (and which can be traced back to Hegel’s pre-
occupation with dogmatism) involves a reduction or transformation of the
object (the commodified entity) to the terms and conditions provided by a
capitalist system of exchange. In both cases — the Galilean ontology of natural
science and the system of commodities in a modern market economy — one
may argue that norms or criteria of what counts as knowing something can
appear to call for further reflection. Adorno is not simply proposing that there
is something inherently flawed in the way science and the economy operate;
rather, he is inviting the critical theorist to consider whether what we take
ourselves to know about certain objects — the physical world, the world of
merchandise — really is fully coherent. Does science on its own terms offer the
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kind of knowledge it promises, or is perhaps quantification somehow at odds
with the ambition, say, to also understand singular (and hence non-repeatable)
processes and events! Does the notion of the commodity, of things being
defined in terms of their exchange value, exhaust what objects are for us?

We do not need to accept what I have called Adorno’s Weberian pre-
suppositions in order to see that the notion of immanent critique can form the
basis for an ambitious program of philosophical self-reflection.*® On Adorno’s
view, philosophy is a particular form of self-reflexive critique that ultimately
aims to place the individual — the subject — in a position from which normative
commitments can rightfully be viewed as a rationally self-chosen result of pro-
cesses of reflection. At the same time, however, Adorno is deeply skeptical
about the very possibility of achieving such a position. On his account, which
radicalizes Hegel’s understanding of positivity, modernity, with its dominance of
formal and instrumentalized modes of reasoning, offers very few spaces in
which to exercise such a capacity. Moreover, to the extent that they do exist —
in philosophy, but also in certain types of responses to the advanced modernist
arts — he worries that the exercise of reflection, if taken to be capable of
arriving at a reconciliation between the criteria of knowledge and the claims to
it, could lapse into an unjustified affirmation of the given. Dialectical thinking
should mainly keep the possibility of resolution and reconciliation open. It
should focus on the incompatibility of claim and criterion, or, as Hegel puts it,
subjective certainty and truth, yet avoid thinking that the progressive move
towards a new formation that will reconcile specific claims to knowledge with
their epistemic presuppositions can be performed in abstraction from its
accompanying social conditions.*” For Adorno, critique and social change go
together: there cannot be an immanent critique that is not at the same time
demanding social change.

We should now be able to see that despite Adorno’s commitment to imma-
nent critique in a roughly Hegelian sense, there are some crucial differences
between his and Hegel’s understanding of dialectics. Adorno avails himself of
dialectical self-reflection in a much more provisional manner than Hegel. He is
constantly concerned to avoid the temptations of systematicity and complete-
ness. However, the claim to inherit the Hegelian project for the purpose of
articulating a critical theory of modernity does carry considerable force and
should be seen as offering a worthy competitor to Habermas’s neo-Kantianism.
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description, but would be compelled to leave it to others, who would them-
selves finally have to admit to speaking about something which is not.

39 Robert Pippin discusses some of them in ‘You Can’t Get There from Here’, in Beiser
(ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Hegel, pp. 52-85. For a defense of the priority of
the Science of Logic in Hegel, including the Phenomenology, see Stanley Rosen, G. W.
F. Hegel: An Introduction to the Science of Wisdom (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1974).

40 See Robert Pippin, Hegel’s Idealism: The Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness, p. 108.

41 Habermas has a long story to tell about how the ‘critical sciences’ — Marxian critique
of ideology and Freudian psychoanalysis in particular — by virtue of the very ration-
ality they display, embody an interest in emancipation. He also, I think much more
problematically, tries to show that the interest in emancipation is grounded in more
deep-seated anthropological facts about the reproduction and self-formation of the
human species.

42 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, pp. 17-18.

43 Ibid., pp. 379-80.

The studies I published in Knowledge and Human Interests suffer from the lack of
a precise distinction ... between reconstruction and “self-reflection” in a cri-
tical sense. It occurred to me only after completing the book that the tradi-
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tional use of the term “reflection,” which goes back to German Idealism, covers
(and confuses) two things: on the one hand, it denotes reflection upon the
conditions of the capacities of a knowing, speaking and acting subject as such;
on the other hand, it denotes reflection upon unconsciously produced con-
straints to which a determinate subject (or a determinate group of subjects, or a
determinate species subject) succumbs to in its process of self-formation. In
Kant and his successors, the first type of reflection took the form of a search for
the transcendental ground of possible theoretical knowledge (and moral
conduct). ... In the meantime, this mode of reflection has also taken the shape
of a rational reconstruction of generative rules and cognitive schemata. Parti-
cularly the paradigm of language has led to a reframing of the transcendental
model.

Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E.B. Ashton (New York: Continuum,
1973), p. 23. ‘Idealism — most explicitly Fichte — gives unconscious sway to the
ideology that the not-I, 'autrui, and finally all that reminds us of nature is inferior,
so the unity of the self-preserving thought may devour it without misgivings’.
Habermas makes this claim most explicitly in The Theory of Communicative Action,
vol. 1, pp. 366-91, esp., p. 387: ‘The critique of instrumental reason conceptualized
as negative dialectics renounces its theoretical claim while operating with the means
of theory’.

Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 5.

This, of course, is hardly an original claim. For a classical but essentially affirmative
expression of the same point, see Ernst Cassirer, Substanzbegriff und Funktionsbegriff:
Untersuchungen iiber die Grundfragen der Erkenntniskritik (Berlin: Bruno Cassirer,
1910).

It should be mentioned that Adorno does make gestures that point beyond the
model of immanent critique. In ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’, in Prisms, trans.
Samuel and Shierry Weber (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1997), p. 20, he
claims that immanent critique ‘remains imprisoned within the orbit of that against
which it struggles’. There must be a certain freedom in regard to culture, for (p. 29)
‘without consciousness transcending the immanence of culture, immanent criticism
would be inconceivable’. Adorno remains, however, skeptical of the idea that cri-
tique can ever take place from a purely transcendent standpoint. It will always have
to refer to the epistemic criteria that mark a specific object or object-domain. In a
recently edited letter to his friend Gershom Scholem, Adorno (as quoted in Mauro
Bozzetti, ‘Hegel on Trial: Adormo’s Critique of Philosophical Systems’, in Nigel
Gibson and Andrew Rubin (eds), Adorno: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell,
2002), p. 296) writes that ‘I remain true to the Phenomenology of Spirit in my view
that the movement of the concept, of the matter at hand, is simultaneously the
explicitly thinking movement of the reflecting subject’.

Readers familiar with Adorno’s thinking will hopefully recognize in this an appeal to
the Bildverbot — the prohibition of graven images — which operates as a principle in
this philosophy.
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