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persist and harden around the world, conflict and even nuclear war becomes 1n1-
evitable, which in the upshot will pry the shaken survivors from therr murdetous
bigot1y Dhd not the suffering m two world wars m the first half of the twentieth
century lead to the vision of the United Nations? As argued above, the advance
toward global umty follows an irresistible and often exceedingly cruel long-run
logic By offering greater control over reahty, all-anclusive 1at.onal analysis as
ventured by global tustory properly pursued may reduce the pumshmert for stub
born 1gnorance and ease humanity’s adaptation to the global epoch

In that new epoch all famihar ways of thinking and acting ae madequate,
mncluding the arrogant contemporary faith in the human atlity to corirol the
future with the help of machines What counts 1s not technology ner economic
prowess, but the arts of peaceful human cooperation without which no human
enterprise can thrive And those arts include viewing human #wents n propes
perspective Global perspectives have a salubrious humbling effect They reduce
the individual to a tiny human atom lost among billions of other humar bemgs
and reveal how Iittle, 1n a world grown too big for compiehension thet human
mite really understands Yet at the same time that human atem «s also enfarged
as never before by the new opportunities to encompass the whole ef human exis-
tence Global perspectives open up vistas of heightened human peifection, in
the service of God, as Ranke put 1t, or, 1n secular terminclogy advancing to new
triumphs the human potential 1n all its dumenstons and sensibilities

Up then, historians 1n honor of Leopold von Ranke, and o ke spirit give
global history a try’

Tevonoryr H Von Lave
Clark University

THE PHILOSOPHICAL Dnscourst or Monerwniry Twelve Lectures By Jurgen
Habermas Translated by Frederick Lawrence Cambridge, Mass MIT Press
1987 Pp. xx, 430

If, as the critics of Jurgen Habermas’s alleged “transcendental narcissism™ fre

quently emphasize, “we” are mevitably situated in partricular confexts. lacking
a universal “God’s eye view,” then 1t 1s compelimgly important to ident fy “our”
location 1n the world as precisely as possible Once “we”™ try to do so, however,
an mevitable paradox emerges For 1t1s the curious fate of modein Western men
and women (if that 1s the “we” involved) that our specific cultural context 1s one
m which it 1s the norm to make universal claims about truth, reason, the human
condition, and so on For better or worse, we cannot fully shake the habit of

1 Comned by Michel Foucault in The Archacology of Krowledge the term was first used to char
acterize Habermas’s posttion by David Couzens Hoy mn “Taking History Sepousty Repcanlt Gadamer
Habermas,” Union Sermnary Quarterly Review 34 (Winger, 1979)
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trying to see beyond our narrow honizons Thus, even Western exponents of cul-
tural relativism find themselves commutted to a uruversalist credo afl cultures
are context-specific and have no underlymg commonahty

There are several possible responses to this apparent dilemma First, we can
truculently vahidate the transcendental, universal pretensions of our tradition and
try to repress the recognition that they are mistorically contingent The late Leo
Strauss and hus followers are examples of this approach For them, 1deas have
no meaningful relation to either their context of generation or their context of
reception, historicism is the enemy of truth Second, we can abandon, either rue-
fully or not, all umiversal claims and reduce them entirely to expressions of their
defining contexts A leading contemporary exponent of this strategy 1s Stanley
Fish, who defends the all-determining power of “interpretative communities ”
His radical contextuahism reduces all norms of Interpretation to the practices of
such groups, however they are constituted Or third, we can try to remain within
the tensions of the “modern” dilemma and embrace them as our own Rather
than escape into pure transcendentalism or a rto less pure immanentism, we can
pursue the still emancipatory potential in a modermty at odds with itself

Despite the cartoon version of Habermas often pamnted by his crities, 1t 15 pre-
cisely this third option that he has chosen to follow Rather than seek a vantage
point entirely outstde of our own ambivalent discourse, he doggedly remains within
it, defending an “uncompleted project of modernity,” 1n part because 1t promises
never to “complete 1tself” 1n erther a totally transcendental or a totally immanent
direction His widely discussed defense of the Enlightenment 15 thus best under-
stood as a plea for the maintenance of 1ts dialectical tensions, rather than for
their overcoming m a perfectly Enhghtened form of Iife In his latest major effort
to clanify the stakes of that struggle, twelve lectures presented to often skeptical
audiences m France and America, Habermas warns aganst beheving we can will
ourselves mto a “post” posttion beyond the modern age.

Even on methodological grounds [ do not beheve that we can distantiate occidental ra-
tionalism, under the hard gaze of a fictive cthnology of the present, nto an object of
neutral contemplation and simply leap out of the discourse of modermity So I would
like to follow a more trivial path, taking up the ordinary perspective of a participant who
13 recalling the course of the argument 1 1ts rough features (59)

The perspective of Jurgen Habermas, as anyone who has spent time with his
voluminous oewvre can readily attest, 1s anything but ordinary Nor 15 the
“philosophical discourse of modernity” he so trenchantly reconstructs a one-
dimenstonal simplification In fact, 1t 1s on a level of sufficient mtricacy that
Habermas might better have written of the “discourses of modernity ” For rather
than reduce the story he tells to one coherent narrative line, he weaves together
several subplots with considerable dramatic effect Although the result 1s enough
of a grand narrative to incur the wrath of soi-disant postmodernists certain that

2 This 1s the German title of a widely chsenssed essay published 1n Enghsh as “Modernity versus
Postmodermity,” New Gerrman Crifique 22 (Wmnter, 1981)
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the time for such totalizing stories 1s over, 1t 15 open-ended and without any cer-
tawn resolution As such, The Philosophical Discourse of Modermity must be read
as part of an ongoing theoretical polemic rather than a sovereign glance back
at a tale that has come to an end, 1t 15 a work aimed at nothing less than defimng
the current terms of our cultural situation wresting control from those who have
defined 1t as postmodern Both 1n form and content, 1t seeks ta provide mcon-
troveriible evidence that the modern project 1s by no means exhausted

I

Habermas’s goal 1n this work 1s to complement the reconstruction of the social
development of modermity he has attempted elsewhere, most notably 1n his mas-
swve Theory of Communicative Actton,® with a comparable analysis of 1its dis-
cursive counterpart As a result, he makes little attempt here to spell out the his-
tory of modernization in systemic o structural terms, assurming instead that the
reader will have access to his earher efforts Nor does he seek to extend the con-
cept of discourse 1n the fashion of, say, Foucault to include anonymous cultural
matrices, which subtend hugher-level reflections on philosophical themes Instead
he provides us with a brilhant reading of the master thinkers of the tradition
(all of whom turn out to be men, which may account for the unfortunate ab
sence of any gender dimension 1n his story)

Habermas begins that story by drawing on Remnhard Koselleck’s and Hauns
Blumenberg’s msights 1nto the altered temporal consciousness that coalesced
during the exghteenth century Recogmzing that it could no longer measure iself
against a lamented past, realizing that the novelty of the future was already an
expernence of the present, the modern age became supremely self-regarding, finding
its legitimacy, its normativity only mn itself Such a self grounding proved enor-
mously liberating, but no less anxiety-producing For along with the sense ot
subjective freedom from external constramts weni a strong need for self-
reassurance pow that a meammgful cultural whole could no longer be assumed
as a given

According to Habermas, 1t was Hegel who first registered the intensity of that
need and sought to use philosophy to answer 1t {although Habermas neglects
to consider him, Rousseau might have been an even earlier example) Unhke Kant,
who remamed content with the differentiations of modern life mnto the relatively
autonomous spheres of cogmition, morahty and art, Hegel sought to overcome
what he perceived as the fractures or diremptions (as the translator renders Ent-
zwemngen) m the meamngful whole But paradoxically, he chose to cure the ul-
ness of modernity by means of its putative cause the newly unleashed principle
of subjectivity “The hand that inflicts the wouad,” he famously claimed, “1s also
the hand which heals 1t ** The subject could function for Hegel n this way be-

3 Jurgen Habermas, Theorie des kommunikative Handeins, 2 vols (Frankfuct, 1981)
4 Hegel, The [ogic of Hegel, transl William Wallace (Oxford, 1892y, 57
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cause 1t contamned several embedded meanings, which Habermas summarizes as
individualism, the right to cniticism, the autonomy of action, and 1dealist philos-
ophy itself The last of these meant that philosophy was speculative and reflec-
tive, a murror i which self could recognize itself in otherness. Through the reap-
propriation of alienated subjectivity, the :dentity of the fractured totality could
be assured

The dommant discourse of modermty thus privileges subjectivity, both as a
cause of its 1lls and as their putative cure The remedy, however, created new prob-
lems, for in order to make self-reflective, speculative subjectivity an antidote to
the diremptions of modermity, Hegel had to define 1t as rational and assign 1t
a grandiose power to comprehend the whole “But as absolute knowledge,”
Habermas points out,

reason assumes a form so overwhelming that it not only solves the imtial problem of a
self-reassurance of modermty, but 1t solves 1t t00 well The question about the genuine
self-understanding of modernity gets lost i reason’s wonic laughter For reason has now
taken over the place of fate and knows that every event of essential significance has al-
ready been decided (42)

Before Hegel arnived at his solutron to the crisis of modermty, he briefly
considered —and from Habermas’s perspective, too quickly rejected — an alter-
native approach In his early writings, which speculated on the classical Greek
and primitive Christian experiences of positive ethical communtties, Hegel ex-
plored a more promising alternative to subjective self-appropnation the restora-
tion of an ntersubjective life-world out of which subjects were themselves 1n1-
tially constituted But according to Habermas, he prematurely abandoned this
solution because he thought 1t was impossible to return to historically surpassed
forms of life Intersubjectivity, rather than mflated subjectivity, remamed, how-
ever, still possible as the source of a counter-discourse of modernity, which was
never fully forgotten

With Hegel’s immediate successors in the story Habermas narrates, 1t remained,
to be sure, only latent His nght-wing followers embraced “the prnimacy of the
tugher-level subjectivity of the state” rather than the “higher-level mntersubjec-
tivity of an uncoerced formation of wilf within a communication COMMUNItY
existing under the constraints toward cooperation” (40) The Hegelian Right’s
“emphatic institutionalism,” to use the term Habermas borrows from Dheter Hen-
rich, has its echoes 1n the work of such twentieth-century neoconservatives as
Joachim Rutter and Hans Freyer Although they can no longer rely on a sim-
pleminded deification of the state, they seek to defuse the explosive implhications
of cultural modermity by mvesting their hopes m the restoration of traditions
through the authority of the Geisteswissenschaften combined with a faith 1 tech-
nocracy The result 15 still to privilege alleged higher-level subjective rationality
above the intersubjective life-world

Hegel’s left-wing successors, most notably Marx, turned to what Habermas
calls (without crediting the term’s origin 1 Gramsc) “the philosophy of praxis ”
Here the realm of civil society rather than the state was the alleged locus of redemp-
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t1on Although the young Marx, ke the early Hegel, considered the option of
bwlding a new commumgcative community through mtersubjective reason, he
remained too beholden to the philosophy of the subject to follow thus path In-
stead, he turned to self-creation through labor, which Habermas calls “the produc-
tion paradigm ” His twentieth-century descenddnts, such as Agnes Heller, Gyorgy
Markus, and Comelius Castoriadis may have sought to unprove hus analysis of
praxis— Habermas devotes two extended excursuses to their work — but they fail
to get beyond 1ts basic problem “Praxis philosophy does not afford the means
for thinking dead labor as mediatized and paralyzed intersubjectivity It remams
a vanant of the philosophy of the subject that locates reason i the purposive
rationality of the acting subject instead of m the reflection of the knowing sub-
ject” (65) * In addition, 1t posits as teleological goals the complete decifterentia
t1on of the modern world, the 1econcihation of man and nature, and the “r¢
membering” of a divided macro-subject all of which fail to acknowledge the
positive implications of the articulation of moders life nto relatrvely distinct
spheres Remaining under the sway of 4 bloated voncept of Reason, which posits
the identity of subject and object in a grand totalization the philosophy of praxis
thus helped clear the ground for late: thinkers whose vahd warmess about such
a concept misled them wto abandomng reason fout cour!

Habermas’s leading example of this later “turming pomt,’ as he putsit, in the
discourse of modernity 1s Nietzsche, who provided the unpetus for the postmoder -
mists who are the real targets of hus book Whereas the German Ideahists and
their materialist heirs never considered subgective {reedom, for all itz disruptive
effects, anything but a progressive moment in the “learming process” of the spe-
cics, Nietzsche turned radically aganst it Leapwng entirely out of the dialectie
of enlightenment, he reduced 1its concept of reason solely tots mstrumental vanant
and rejected its critical force In Habermas’s play on Hegel’s metaphor of reason
as the rose m the cross of the present, “he removed the dialectical thorn from
the critique of a reason centered 1n the subject and shriveled into purposive 1a-
tionality; and he related to reason as a whole the way the Young Hegelians did
to 1ts sublimations Reason 1s nothing else than power, than the will te power,
which 1t so radiantly conceals” (56}

Not satisfied with merely unmasking Reason as an effect of power, Nietzsche,
as Habermas reads him. also sought solace 10 a restorafion of mythic thought
Rather than lamenting a lost wholeness, however, he radicalized the future-
oriented temporal consciousness of moderuty and sought a solution in a yet-to-
be-realized, aesthetically defined utopia, which he iminially saw prefigured m
Wagner’s music. Borrowing Manfred Frank’s term Habermas sees Nietzsche’s
Dionysus as a redemptive “god who 15 coming” (91) The mature Nietzsche may
have attempted to substitute “hife” tor “art” as< his God term, but ultimately his
philosophy remaned one of aesthetic redemption based on the healing power

5 Habermas's account of Marx 1s not new 11 this book and has already vaused considerable con
troversy For a representative detense of Marx’s voncept of labor see Paul Thomas, “The Language
of Real Life Jurgen Habermas and the Distortion of Karl Marx,” Dusconrse 1 (1979), 59-81
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of illusions Substituting mdwvidual taste, “the Yes and No of the palate,”® for
critical reason, he thus underestimated the rationalization of the aesthetic sphere
itself during the modermization process As a result, “he cannot legitimate the
critenia of aesthetic judgment that he holds on to because he transposes aesthetic
experience nto the archaic, because he does not recognize as a moment of reason
the critical capacity for assessing value that was sharpened through dealing with
modern art” (96)

According to Habermas, Nietzsche’s radical critique inspired two different paths
to the current postmodern discourse. His skeptical debunking of subject-centered
reasoun as an effect of power culminated in the anthropological, psychological,
and hustorical writings of Georges Bataille, J acques Lacan, and Michel Foucault.
Hus search for the mythic “other” of that reason beyond the subject gave rise
to the philosophies of Martin Heidegger and J acques Dernida  All of these thinkers
ostensibly break with the consciousness philosophy of the discourse of modes-
mty 1n 1ts classical form, but, so Habermas hopes to demonstrate, they only turn
its assumptions on their heads

Before developing this surpnising clarm —which i fact 1s the gravamen of his
argument agamnst poststructuralism in general — Habermas pauses with two
thinkers, whose role 1n the narrative he Spins out 1s particularly dehicate, Max
Horkheimer and Theodor W Adorno Although he has previously expressed his
nuanced disagreements with lus mentors in the Frankfurt school, Habermas spells
them out nowhere as explicitly as tn his chapter on “The Entwinement of Myth
and Enhghtenment ” Focusing on their masterwork of the md-1940s, Dialectic
of Enlightenment, he challenges their bleak portrayal of a reason that has been
reduced to 1ts most domnating technological version Although acknowledging
their ambivalence toward Nietzsche, whose wholesale repudiation of Hegel's
method of determunate negation they could not share, he nonetheless claims that
their work “owes more to Nietzsche than Just the strategy of 1deology enitique
turned against itself Indeed, what 1s unexplamed throughout 1s their certain lack
of concern dealing with the (to put 1t m the form of a slogan} achrevements of
Occidental Rationality” (121) But unhke Nietzsche, Horkheimer and Adorno
remamed fundamentally uneasy about the performative contradiction entailed
by a totalizing critique of reason, which nonetheless refused to call itself irra-
tionalist That 1s, they criticized certain variants of rationality, but never reason
fout court Even their valonzation of a mimetic relation to nature never turned
into a defense of the “other” of reason, nor did they seck to remythologize power
Thus, for all of their simtlarities to the post-Nietzschean critics of subjective ra-
tionality, they never fully lost therr ties, however attenuated, to the Enhghtenment 7

6 Quoted twice by Habermas (96 and 123) from Bevond Good and Evil Prefude to a Philosophy
of the Future (New York, 1966), 341

7 For more of Habermas's thoughts on his relations wath the older members of the Frankfurt
School, see the interviews collected as Habermas Autonomy and Solidarity, ed Peter Dews (London,
1986} There 15 now a small cottage industry companng the Frankfurt School’s Critical Theory and
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Nietzsche’s other twentieth-century heirs have had fewer scruples about em-
bracing an expliutly counter-Englightenment program, according to Habermas
For them, reason 1s what he calls “exclusive,” that 1s, reduced to subjective in-
strumentahty and counterposed to everything outside of its alleged boundaries
In different ways, the latter-day Nietzscheans have attempted to rescue that puta-
tive afterity Heidegger began by restoring philosophy to the position 1t had oc-
cupied before the Young Hegebans had reduced it to a reflection of matenal reality
But the philosophy he restored bore little resemblance to the subject-centered,
consclousness philosophy that came to dominate Western thought with Descartes
Rejecting the transcendental foundationalism of this tradition, which could be
traced as far back as Socrates, Heidegger sought a deeper level on which truth
nught be found, that of a Being prior to the split between subject and object
Bemg served Heidegger 1n the same way Dionysos chd Nietzsche as the other
of a vilified reason, as a truth which could never be validated by discorsive ar-
gumentation Truth for Heidegger was understood instead as an gccurrence, as
the appearance of Being before Dasein

For Habermas, the imphcation of Hesdegger’s 1esponse to the diremptions of
modermty are nothing less than disastrous By equating truth with an occur-
rence passively awaited rather than vahidity claims actively contested, Herdegger
hypostatized “the luminous force of world-disclosing language” (154), language
moreover which 1s always corceived 1n the constative rather than performative
mode Thus, despite his celebrated consideration of Mitsetn (co-bemng), which
seemed to mtroduce an mtersubjective dimension 1nto his description of Dasein,
tis analysis was always based on the same egological relation between subject
and object that charactenzed traditional consciousness philosophy ® According
to Habermas,

Ontology with a transcendental twist 15 guilty of the same mmstake that it attributes to
classical epistemology Whether onc gives primacy (0 the Bewng-question or to the
knowledge-question, in etther case, the cogrtive relation to the world and fact-stating
discourse — theory and propositional truth—hold a monopoly as to what 15 genunely
human and 1n need of clanfication This ontological/episternological primacy of entities
as what 1s knowable levels off the complexity of relations to the world sedmnented in the
multiplicity of illocutionary forces proper to natural languages, 10 favor of one privileged
relation to the objective world (151)

If there 1s an illocutionary dimension to Hewdegger's thought, Habermas argues,
it 15 frighteningly authontarian the urging of resigned acceptance of fate, which
helps explamn Heidegger®s notorious and never genunely repudiated pohitcal al-

poststructuralism For an insightful recent example, see Peter Dews, Logics of Disintegratton Post-
structurahist Thought and the Clnms of Critical Theory (London, 1987)

8 For an account of Heidegger that stresses the intersubjective rather than the egological dimer-
ston of his description of Dasemn, see Fred R Dallmayr, Twilight of Subgectivity Comtributions 1o
a Post-individualtst Theory of Poliitcs (Amherst, Mass , 1981) Dallmayr does not, however, address
the 1ssue of Heidegger's preference for constative over performative modes of language
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legriance ®* His early language of resoluteness (Entschiossenhert) supported a
vacuous decisiomsm; his later defense of letting-be (Gelassenherf) \mphed a no
less empty subjugation to an external authority In both cases, Heidegger failed
to offer a viable solution to the subgect-centered foundatronalism that his thought
merely turned on its head

Dernida’s reworking of Heidegger’s motifs, filtered through the grid of post-
Saussurean structuralist hnguistics and imbued with a Jewish sensitivity to the
dangers of mythic regression to the archaic, seems to Habermas less politically
nefarious But he finds 1t no less problematic as a response to the dialectic of
enhightenment Although Dernda jettisons Heidegger’s mystifying gestures of
profundity and with them his recourse to ontotheological super-foundationalism,
he nonetheless shares certain of his failings Like Heidegger, Dernida fills the
place of the forbidden subject with something allegedly more primary" i his
case “archewriting” and 1ts traces, which repeat the pathos of the always absent
Dionysian God *° Like Heidegger, his hostility to communicative rationality means
he “does not escape the aporetic structure of a truth-occurrence eviscerated of
all truth-as-vahdity” (167) And finally, hke Heidegger, he mimmizes the value
of the ontic realm of mundane history n favor of an allegedly prior realm, even
if conceptualized 1n non-essentialist, non-positive terms Although his version
of that realm 1s ultimately more anarchistic and subversive than Heidegger’s
authoritanan alternative —perhaps because of his debt to Jewish hermeneutic
traditions —1t 1s nonetheless posited as beyond mtersubjective discursive validity-
testing Thus, despite all its claxms to the contrary, Habermas concludes that
deconstruction ultimately remains 1n thrall to a philosophy of the subject, whose
problematic it merely inverts For 1n trymg to get back “before” the subject, 1t
can only find a lingwstically defined, absent infrastructural prime mover that
functions in precisely the same way

For Habermas, Derrida 1s also typical of the post-Nietzschean turn m the dis-
course of modermty because of his tacit privileging of aesthetic over cognitive

9 Habermas has several powerful pages on Heidegger's politics 1n The Philosophical Discourse
of Modernuty (155-160), which appeared before the recent furor unleashed by Victor Fanas’s con-
troversial book, Herdegger et le naztsme In an introduction to the German translation of that book,
soon to appear in Critical Inquiry m English, he goes even further into the comphcated relations
between Heidegger’s politics and his 1deas

10 For a more sympathetic account of the “mfrastructures” of deconstruction, see Rodolphe Gasche,
The Tamm of the Mirror Derrida and the Philosophy of Reflection (Cambridge, Mass , 1986) He
tries to distinguish them from a foundanon, origin, or ground, argumng that “since 1t 1s in the very
nature of a ground to be 1n excess of what 1t accounts for, the infrastructure — the difference between
the ground and what 1s grounded — cannot be understood simply as a ground Not for these same
easons are the infrastructures deep, as opposed to surface, structures, there is nothing profound
about them [an infrastructure] 1s, on the contrary, a nopfundamental structure, or an abyssal
siructure, to the extent that 1t 15 without a bottom” (155) Peter Dews makes the shrewd point that
despite appearances, such a position nonetheless reproduces a philosophy of onigins “Certainly, [Der-
rida] challenges the 1dea that differance or the trace could be considered as an ongin, but only n-
sofar as he considers the concept of origin, 1n its plilosophical function, to be inseparable from
that of presence” (Logics of Disintegration, 25)
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or ethical expenience The clearest mamfestation of th.s wchinatiop appears i
what Habermas calls his “levehng the genre distinctior betv eer phuosophy and
lhterature,” a theme to which he devotes a lengthy excursus Unlike these cnties
of poststructuralism who try to extract a series o s‘rarghtforward plolosophca!
propositions from the hybrid mode of expression 11 whick they ure embedded -
and are invariably chastised by its defender for bavimg myssed the importance
of style!' —Habermas shows that he s aware of the stakes mvoived when
philosophy’s literary dimension 15 underlined  But be warns azgamst what he 50
often finds ebjectionable in all postmodernist modes of thought absolute de
differentiation '* By subsuming all genre Jistinetions ander one all-cmbracing
notion of textuality, deconstruction js able to tighlight the rhetorcal workmgs
of “philosophical” texts and probe the theoretia! amplications of “livera~y” ones
But 1n so domng 1t too quickly effaces the histonicaily generated distnetions be
tween philosophical and hterary modes of discourse

These are ultumately grounded, Habermas contends ' a more basic aistine-
tion between “normal” and “parasitic” modes of language use, a contras! e
borrows from the speech act theory of § L Austin and fohn Searle Tne former
1s given prionity because it 5 based on the ascumpiton m everyday mteraction,
often to be sure counterfactual, that the participants m commaueative exchanges
presuppose identical meanmgs when they use the same words ' Although decon-
struction 1s surely night to claim that such an “deal 1s merely regulabive tather
than descripiive, as the stubbornly catachrestsc or poly semiie charaster of woids
works to thwart perfect commurnication, 1t fails to register the vitel tunction of
such counterfactuals. According to Habermas, Dernida’ contention o bis wadely
remarked polemic with Searle,* that the sterability of specch acte different

11 See for exampie, Paul Bove® searmg critique ¢f Charles Taslor’s waming f Foueautt, m Bove «
mtroduction io Gilles Deleuze. Foucauds, reans] ard ed Sean Hand (oac eapolss, [Y88) Haberass
himself shows impatience with this strategy 1 Tre Phijocgphical Discourss of Moder uty, where
he writes, “Such discourses unsettle the institationabvud standards of flliban they always allor
for a final word, even when the argument is already Jost that the oppon-nt bas misunderstcod the
meanng of the language game and has commuit.d a catezory werake 1n the sorvs of responses ke
has been making” (337)

12 For an account of the importance of (s 1ssu=1n Habermas, see Martie Jay “Haheymas and
Postmodernism,” 1 Fir-de-siecle Socralnm and (ther Fysay~ (New York, 1988;

13 The terms “normal” and “parasitc” Tdaise Lertun questiors about the vantag, pomt of the
analysis From one that stresses perfoimaty e or <1 o ulionary Jingsisis. mteracion, the hieran hy
1s persuasive But 1if the constative or locuhonary dipensions of s.gn systesns ar¢ emphasized -
stead, then the arbitrary, catachresiic guality of »words can be <ten a3 the bams of ail wnguage Por
haps the solution 15 1o regard both dimensior~ o egquipe nuordal and averd claring ope gyves ws
the essence of language

Another way of framing Habermas’s argumens, howeve , is to pa v to the aerumptions wida-
lying telhng the truth and lying Accorting to Peier Dews, thee is a fundamentl asymmeiry be-
tween truth and falsehood whach “consists in the fact thet, if a statement consdersd arng at v
given time 15 a statement whose clamn to truth has been aceepted or vahdated, a Ire v moi in th
same way a statement whose claim to falsehood bas beso endorsed but rather one which raises 40
urgustified claim to truth There must therefore be 2 vonvention vhar the prunacy function of lar
guage 15 to tell the truth” (Logis of Disintegratior, 235)

14 JohnR Searle “Reuterating the Difierences,” Gy 1 (1977}, 198-208, Tacq s Termida, 1 wuted
Inc abc,” Glyph 2 (1978), 162-254
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contexts proves therr fictional rather than literal status, 1s unconvincing For “only
the actually performed speech act 1s effective as action, the promise mentioned
or reported 1n a quote depends grammaticaily upon this A setting that deprives
it of its 1llocutionary force constitutes the bridge between quotation and fictional
representation” (195-196) By over-generalizing the rhetorical function of lan-
guage, 1its “world-disclosing” poetic power, by over-emphasizing writing with 1ts
absent author and unknown reader as antidote to phonocentrism, Derrida thus
simplifies the complexity of linguistic practices, which have become distinet 1n
the differentiation of spheres that 1s the positive side of the diremptions of moder-
nity For Habermas, hus “aestheticizing of language, which 1s purchased with the
twofold demial of the proper senses of normal and poetic discourse, also explains
Dernida’s insensitivity towards the tension-filled polanty between the poetic-world-
disclosive function of language and its prosac, innerworldly functions” (205,
itahcs i origanal) The latter are often directed towards problem-solving through
testing validity claims, a process that tames rhetorical polysemy and transcends
the horizons of the given contexts of the individual speakers involved Or more
precisely, 1t forges a common context based on what Alvin Gouldner used to
call a “culture of entical discourse ” For all 1ts stress on différance and non-identity,
deconstruction thus holistically gives pride of place to rhetoric over logig, leveling
genre distinctions that, 1f not watertight, are not nfimtely permeable either

While the lineage that leads from Nietzsche through Heidegger to Dernida criti-
cizes Western metaphysics and secks a functional equivalent of an absent God,
the one that goes through Bataille to Foucault focuses more on anthropological
and historical questions Rather than merely debunking the cognitive pretensions
of the Western tradition, 1t turns 1ts withering gaze on 1ts ethical ones as well
Accepting Nietzsche’s genealogical demohition of good and evil, Bataille and Fou-
cault make moral judgments an expression of something deeper (even 1f they
self-consciously eschew metaphors of superficiality and depth)

In Bataule’s case, 1t 1s the realm of excess, heterogeneity, waste, and sacred
violence m a “general” rather than “restricted” economy, which he saw exemplified
by the potlatch ceremomes of North American Indians His celebration of “sov-
ereignty” as the unbounded subject in touch with sacral power provided, Habermas
contends, only a romantic protest agamst what 1n the Marxist tradition would
be called reification Because of his hostility to communicative as well as other
forms of rationality, Bataille was unable to provide a standard to distinguish be-
tween fascist and socialist versions of the breakthrough of sovereign heteroge-
neity And Dike Nietzsche, he failed to transcend the aporia of a totalizing cri-
tique of reason

if sovereignty and 1ts source, the sacred, are related to the world of purposive-rational
action in an absolutely heterogeneous fashion, if the subject and reason are constituted
ouly by excluding all kinds of sacred power, if the other of reason 1s more than just the
irrational or the unknown —namely, the incommensurable, which cannot be touched by
reason except at the cost of an explosion of the rational subject — then there is no possi-
bility of theory that reaches beyond the horizon of what 1s accessible to reason and thema-
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tizes, let alone analyzes, the mteraction of reason with a transcendent source of power
Bataille sensed tins dilemma but did not resolve 1t (235-236)

His recourse to erotically transgressive language with its non-discursive shock
value meant that he could only escape this dilemma by retreating into the silence
of mystical experience, the silence that follows the shattering of the communica
tive subject

Foucault’s early work on madness, so Habermas contends, duplicated Bataille’s
impotent remanticization of the “other” of reason, but he soon grew wary of
so positive a viston of redemption Inits place, Foucault put an essentially Nictz-
schean notion of power, which served as the covert transcendental ground of
his thought, despite his attempt to avoid foundationalism of any kind As such,
it functioned like the concept of “life” for Lebensphilosophie, an affinity made
even clearer when Foucault praised “bodies and pleasures” as the alternafive to
a discursively constructed notion of “sexuality” m hus last works Reducing the
will to truth to the will to power, Foucault sought to unmask the human sc¢iences—-
which Habermas notes he anachromstically equated with therr most positive
variants — as little more than tools 1n an endless struggle of domnation and re-
sistance But in so domg, he neglected to explore hus own genealogical roots, as-
suming nstead the role of the “happy positivist” unable to critioize what he merely
described And, according to Habermas, “to the extent that 1t retreats into the
reflectionless objectivity of a non-participatory, ascetic description of haleidoscop-
1cally changing practices of power, genealogical historiography emerges from its
cocoon as precisely the presentistic, relativistic, cryptonormative illusory science
that 1t does not want to be” (275-276)

By stressing only the disciphnary imphications of the Enhghtenment, Foucault,
so Habermas charges, failed to grasp its paradoxical dialectic, thus making the
same mustake as deconstruction with its leveling of the genre distinction between
Iterature and philosophy Both make it impossible to conceptualize the “other”
of subject-centered rationality as communicative interaction  Although deeply
sensitive to the aponas of the dominant discourse of modeinity, Nietzsche’s heirs
thus remam skeptical towards the alternative presented 1n 1ts always latent couu-
terdiscourse, for them intersubjectivity 15 merely an effect of subjectivity

Taking that alternative seriously, Habermas contends, would not mean the ide-
alist resurrection of a pure, transcendental reason outside of the messy realities
of everyday hife, ideal and real speech communities a/ways remain intertwined,
some noise zfways intervenes to wterrupt the smooth functioning of the com-
municative process Nor would his alternative sigrufy the restoratton of a com-
prehensive, absolutist concept of reason correctly rejected as having totalitanian
potential by the opponents of Hegel and his praxis philosophy progeny Instead,
1t 1s based on a more modest pluralization of types of rationalhty, which recog-
mizes that the tradition of Western subject-centered logocentrism should be con
sidered “not as an excess but as a deficit of rattonality” (310) "*

15 Habermas's careful rejection of totahzing concepts of comprehensive reason should put an
end to mnterpretations of s work that claim the opposite. See, for examole, Jean-Frangois Lyotard,

AT

------ e OEEIEE- 2B 04 A Rihts - Rogevari rwmeerrmonmmmrmmmstmess



REVIEW ESSAYS 105

It 15 for this reason that Habermas contends that contemporary social pathol-
ogles cannot be reduced to any one master contradiction, like class conflict, whose
resolution would result 1n a new normative totality Instead, the real areas of
conflict exist at the boundaries between what he calls social systems with their
steermg mechanisms (money, the market, bureaucratic coordination, and so on)
and the — at least 1n part — communicatively rattonalized hfe-world (which might
produce a full-fledged “public sphere™ or remain on the “private” level of volun-
tary associations, professional orgamizations, and so on) Systems theornsts Iike
Niklas Luhmann, an old interlocutor to whom Habermas devotes the final chapter
of The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, thus go astray when they factor
out the latter realm entirely and embrace a methodological antthumamsm In
so domg, they merely reverse the mustake praxis pilosophers (or Marust Hu-
manists as they are also known) commut when they seek a utopran dedifferentia-
tion of system and hfe-world through the resurrection of an undivided macro-
subject Instead, 1t 1s really the never-ending negotiation between the differentiated
realms of the modern world, and between those realms and the hfe-world out
of which they arise, that should be understood as the arena of whatever eman-
apatory (but never fully redemptive) practice may be granted to us

I

Such, 1n mevitably truncated and schematic form, 1s the general direction of
Habermas’s grand narrative of the discourse(s) of modermity Although it does
not quite conclude 1n Hegehan fashion with the trrumphant assumption that his
own unmversal pragmatics 1s the culmination of the story, 1t rivals Hegel’s attempt
to provide a magistenial overview from a vantage point paradoxically within the
scene 1t surveys Like any such strong reading, it 1s bound to raise many ques-
tions about the justice of its individual 1nterpretations, especially when the figures
mnvolved are so notoriously difficult to summarize Inevitably, Heideggerians will
question the ngor of Habermas’s grasp of their hero’s 1deas, deconstructionists
will bridle at hus attempted synopsis of their leader’s unparaphrasable thought,
Foucaultians will balk at his faslure to acknowledge that somewhere 1n his corpus
Foucault took back half the arguments Habermas attributes to nm, and so on
But whatever the ments of these objections, no one can fail to be umpressed by
the extraordinary effort Habermas has made to read, assimilate, and render co-
herent a vast body of material so foreign to his own mtellectual inclinations In
very few cases can 1t be said that his poststructuralist critics have accorded him
the same sustained consideration

Of the many possible ripostes that will doubtless be made against Habermas’s
reading of the dominant discourse of modernity after its Nietzschean turn, per-
haps the most vigorous will concern his contention that 1t 1s marked by a hyper-

The Postmodern Condition A Report on Knowledge, transl Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi,
foreword by Frednc Jameson (Minneapolis, 1984), 72

Copyright © 2001. All Rights Reseved.



106 REVIEW ESSAYS

trophy of the aesthetic.'® For precisely what constitnies “the aesthefic” s now
a bone of a very vigorous contention As a result, its relation to the hegemonic
and counterdiscourses of modernity 1s by no means self-evident Thus, for ex-
ample, one of the deconstructionists’ favorite targets 1s what Paul de Man hiked
to call the “aesthetic ideology ”'? Similarly, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-
Luc Nancy have crniticized the “literary absolute” they see bequeathed to the modern
world by German Romanticism’s aesthetic theortes ** And conversely, a recent
commentator on Habermas, David Ingram, has contended that 1t 1s precisely
to aesthetic rationality that Habermas himself looks to mediate (but not sublate)
the differentiated spheres of the modern world '*

To make sense of this jumble of claims, 1t 15 necessary to specify how the term
“aesthetic” 1s being used 1n each case Although a review essay does not provide
sufficient space to accomphish such a task, let me attempt a schematic beginnung
First, the deconstructiomst critique of art as an 1deolpgy 15 directed at several
time-honored assumptions concerning aesthetic value In e Trurh in Painting,*®
a work Habermas does not cite, Dernida seeks to undermune the traditional be-
lief 1n the mtegrity of the work of art, variously expressed 1n organic, ideahst,
and formalist notions of self-referentiality and self-sufficiency Playing with the
uncertain distinction between the ergon (work) and parergon (1ts frame). he argues
that each can be shown to be the necessary and inevitable supplement of the
other As a result, the boundary between artwork and its non-aesthetic context,
between 1nternal and external space, cannot hold Reading Kant’s third Critique
agamnst the grain, he claims that it calls into question what 1t 1s often assumed
to support the notion of aesthetic closure based on autotelic purposiveness
without purpose Insofar as the mstitution of art 1s based on this false sense of
the integnty and self-sufficiency of the mndividual work, 1t too cannot be seen
as an autonomous realm unsullied by cognitive, ethical, or other claims Art for
art’s sake 1s thus a variant of what can plausibly be called an “aesthetic ideoclogy ”

It was Schiller perhaps more than Kant who was responsible for the musleading
hypertrophy of the aesthetic, according to de Man ! What makes it particularly
dangerous as an ideology, he suggests, 15 1ts casy translation imto a pohtical pro-

16 It should be acknowledged that he 1s by no means the first to steess the aesthetic in this way
See, for example Allan Megill, Prophets of Extremuy Nietzsche, Hewdegger, Foucault, Derridu
(Berkeley, 1985) He uses the word “to refer not t the condition of being enclosed within the himued
territory of the aesthetic, but rather to an attemnpt to expand the aestheuc to embrace the whole
of reality” (3) Habermas’s use 15 sundar

17 The utle of a forthcoming collection of hus essays to be publhished by the University of Min
nesota Press

18 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The [ iterary Absolute The Theory of Liter-
ature m German Romanticism, trans! Philip Barnard and Chery! Lester (Albany, NY, 1988)

19 Dawvid Ingram, Habermas and the Dilectic of Reason (New Haven, 1987)

20 Jacques Dernida, The Truth in Painting, transl Geoff Benmirgton and Lan Mcleod (Clucago
1987)

21 See de Man’s short discussion of Schiller 1n his “Agsthetic Formahzation Klest's Uber das
Murignettentheater,” 10 The Rhetoric of Romanticismt (New York, 1984) and hus lecture “Schiller
and Kant,” to be published 1 The Aesthetic Ideology
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gram, that of the aesthetic state, which would transform hfe into an organic work
of art Thus, n his essay on Klewst's Marionettentheater, a work which has often
been read as a model of a Schillertan aesthetic utopia,*® he darkly warns that
“the point 1s not that the dance fails and that Schiller’s 1dyliic description of a
graceful but confined freedom 18 aberrant Aesthetic education by no means fails,
1t succeeds all too well, to the point of hiding the violence 1t makes possible.”
Raising the stakes even higher, he concludes his lecture on “Kant and Schiller”
with an ominous quotation from Joseph Goebbels’ novel Michael, which he claims
15 a plausible “msreading™ of Schuller, not unlike the latter’s of Kant **

Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy are no less suspicious of the current apotheosis
of “literature,” which they trace back to the aesthetic theores of the Jena
Romantics Criticizing the Romantic behief 1n art as surrogate rehigion, the frag-
ment as anticipation of organic wholeness, the artist as self-producing genius,
and the critic as totalizer of the work, they damn “the literary absolute™ as an
expression of what they call “erdaesthetics which “gathers, concentrates, and
brings to a chimax the metaphysics of the Idea, of the Idea’s self-knowledge 1n
1ts auto-manifestation ¢ Only what they call “romantic equivocity,” the failure
to reahize the dream of the completed literary work, undercuts this “hyperbolic™
self-aggrandizement

It 15 because of this deconstructiomst hostility to the aesthetic deology of whole-
ness, self-sufficiency, formal closure, and so forth that the poststructuralist Iiterary
cnitic David Carroll entitles his recent book on Foucauit, Lyotard, and Derrtda
Paraesthetics ** The term, he explains, means that rather than privileging art over
philosophy, rhetonic over logic, self-referentiality over reference to the “real world,”
these thankers play one term off against the other 1n an unending confrontation
without harmonic reconciliation “Today,” he writes, “1t seems to me just as ur-
gent to say, and 1n a way that 1s anything but anti-Nietzschean, that there 1s just
as great a danger of our perishing of art as of truth, and that 1t 1s this double
danger that confronts critical theory and art after Nietzsche " In short, art for
art’s sake (the total separation of art from “life”) 1s as problematic as hfe sub-
sumed totally under the category of art (Schuller’s aesthetic state), what 1s needed
instead 1s a creative exchange between art and palitics, art and theory, art and
ethics, and so on

In the light of this paraesthetic cntique of the “aesthetic ideology,” 1t may seem
problematic to claim, as we have seen Habermas do, that the dominant discourse

22 See, for example, M H Abrams, Narural Supernaturalism Tradition and Revolution
Romantic Literature (New York, 1971), 221

23 De Man, “Aesthetic Formalization 1n Kleist,” 289

24 For another cnitical discussion of the pohitical mplications of Schller mformed by decon-
structionust assimptions, see David Lloyd, “Arnold, Ferguson, Schiller Aesthetic Culture and the
Politics of Aesthetis,” Cultural Criique 2 (Winter, 1985-1986), 137-169

25 Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, The Literary Absolute, 53

26 David Carroll, Paraesthetics. Foucault, Lyotard, Derrida {New York, 1987)

27 Ihd, 11
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of modernity since the Nietzschean turn gives primacy to the poetic, world-
disclosmg function of language and thus wrongly elevates one of the differen-
tiated spheres of modermty, the aesthetic, to a privileged position If, however
we attribute another sense to the “aesthetic™ than that expressed in the wdeology
decried by deconstruction, then perhaps Habermas’s claim 15 less implausible
Here, 1t may be more useful to look not so much at Schiller as the founding fa-
ther (although, as we will see shortly, Habermas 1eads him in a manner different
from de Man) as at another figure from the great age of German ltdealism,
Schelling Schelling, to be sure, 15 often remembered as a philosopher of sdentity
who challenged Fichtes subjectivist version of that philosophy w favor of an
objectivist alternative, based on a kind of naturalist pantheism But he was also
the author of the System of Transcendental Idealisn: (1800), in which he claimed
that aesthetic mtwition and the development of a new collective mythology was
the answer to the diremptions of modermty

Habermas includes a brief discussion of Schelling i his chapter on Nietzsche
in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity He notes that although Romantics
like Friedrich Schlegel discarded the residual philosophical apparatus in Schetling,
1 his work too, “Reason could no longer take possession of itself int its own
medixm of self-reflection, it could only rediscover itself 10 the prior medium of
art” (90) The full implications of this shift for the post-Nietzschean discourse
of modernity are drawn by Habermas’s supporter Peter Dews 1n tus suggestive
discussion of Derrida and German Idealism *® According to Dews, Schelling’s
resistance to subjechive Wdealism meant a hostility to privileging cither end of
the polar opposition subject/object Instead, he sought a more fundamental iden-
tity underlying them, but andentity that could only be construed as perpetually
absent Derrida, for all hus distaste of 1dentity theory, reproduces Scheiling’s so-
lution

for, 1n Derrida’s work, différance cannot be defined through 1ts oppositional relation to
wdentity, since 1t 15 constdered to be the “nonoriginary ongin” of presence and 1dentity,
and as such cannot be dependent upon them for its determmation But, if differance does
not stand in opposition to presence and identity, then neither can it differ from them
However, 1f 1t were to be mamtained that differance differs from 1denfsty then by this
very token tt can not differ absolutely, since all determunate differences are ternal to
differance Absolute difference, m other words, which 15 what Dernda must understand
by a différance which 1s the “possibility of conceptuality,” and thus of determumation,
necessarily collapses into absolute wdentity *

If Dews 15 correct, then Habermas’s charge of aestheticism may be valid after
all For although the post-Nietzschean discourse of modernity may not be aes-
thetic mn the Schillerian sense of an ideology of beautiful fori as the model for
a hohstic way of Iife, 1its weakness for what night be called the ecstatic dedifferen-
tiation of boundares as an antidote to diremption —a telos of most poststruc-
turalist thought, which 1s perhaps most explicit in Bataille s sacred community

28 Dews, Logics of Dwsmtegration, 191
29 Ibhd, 26-27
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of expenditure — suggests that 1t maght 1n another one. Rather than an aesthetic
of the beautiful, it supports what might be called a paraesthetic of the sublime

Habermas has, 1n fact, been accused by Lyotard of supporting the beautiful
over the sublime, which he sees as a mark of Habermas’s modernism rather than
postmodermism ** Another way of expressing this charge 1s to claim that
Habermas, despite his hostility to the totalizing pretensions of the aesthetic,
nonetheless 1s himself hostage to a harmomzing notion of art, which allows him
to posit it as a way to overcome the diremptions of modermty In Lyotard’s words,
“what Habermas requires from the arts and the experiences they provide 15, 1n
short, to bridge the gap between cogmtive, ethical and political discourses, thus
opemng a way io a umty of experience ™' In short, Habermas 1s an example
of the “aesthetic 1deology” poststructuralism so dislikes

The plausibility of such an accusation cannot be decided without a sustained
examination of Habermas’s scattered writings on aesthetic 1ssues, a task I have
attempted elsewhere *? Rather than cover the same ground now, I want only to
explore what The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity adds to our under-
standing of his position The answer lies in Habermas’s treatment of Schuller,
which 1s very different from de Man’s In an extended excursus on the Letters
on the Aesthetic Education of Mankind, Habermas reads Schiller’s aesthetic
utopia as far less totahizing than Schelling’s (or Hegel’s philosophical alterna-
tive) Whereas they sought absolute 1dentity, he more modestly held onto the
Kantian notion of judgment which retained its links to the political wdea of
common sense, a form of communicative rationality Schiller’s aesthetic version
of the counterdiscourse of modermity thus meant that he 1s wrongly understood
as an anticipator of those who want to collapse life and art (producing erther
the fascist mghtmare of Goebbels, which de Man sees lurking in Schuller’s “mis-
reading” of Kant, or its leftist counterpart) For Habermas, Schiller’s aesthetic
utopia 1s “not ammed at an aestheticization of living conditions, but at revolu-
tiomzing the conditions of mutual understanding Over against the dissolution
of art into life — which the Surrealsts later programatically called for, and the
Dadaists and their descendants tried provocatively to achieve —Schiller clings
to the autonomy of pure appearance” (49) Because aesthetic appearance 15 un-
derstood as such, 1t does not hude the violence de Man darkly warned was con-
tamned 1 the “aesthetic 1deology™ “For Schiller an aestheticization of the Life-
world 1s legitimate only 1n the sense that art operates as a catalyst, as a form
of commumcation, as a medium withim which separated moments are rejoined
1nto an uncoerced totality” (50) *?

30 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 79

31 Ibd, 72

32 Martin Jay, “Habermas and Modermism,” in Habermas and Modernity, ed Richard J Bern-
stein (Cambridge, Mass , 1985) with Habermas’s reply as “Questions and Counterquestions,” 199-203
See also my subsequent essay “Habermas and Postmodermsm,” in Martin Jay, Fin-de-siécle Socralism
and Other Essays (New York, 1988)

33 Here Habermas’s language does appear to suggest his acceptance of the aesthetic 1deology
of wholeness and completion But what should not be forgotten 15 his emphasis on the perpetually
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Whether or not Habermas’s bemign version of Schiller 1s more persuasive than
de Man’s siuster alternative 15 not for us to decide now What 15 more crucial
to note 15 1ts function n the development of hus own aigument For if aesthet.c
experience s not to be understood monologically 1n terms of creating or ap-
preciating an orgaiic umty, but at least partly i terms of an wtersubjectively
adjudicated yudgment about the work, then arf can serve nesther as the surrogate
of a subject-centered, comprehensive rationality (which 1s one way 1o mterpret
the beautiful) nor as its “other” (which 1s closer to the sublime) Instead, « can
function as the medium through which a welter of hitherto unavailable human
impulses, desires, anxieties, hopes, enter into the public realm, where they can
be discursively analyzed * This1s what Habermas means when he contends that
the decentering and unbounding of subjectivity 121 aesthetic expetience

indicates an increased sensitivity to what remains unassimilated in the mterprotative achieve
ments of pragmatic, epistemic and moral mastery of the demands and challenges of everyday
situations, it effects an openness to the expurgared clements of the unconscious, the fan
tastic and the mad, the maternial and the bodily —thus to everything m our speechless
contact with reality which s so fleeting, so contingent, so rmmediate, so mdividualized
simultaneously so fai and so near that it escapes our normal categorial grasp ™

The specifically modern expenience of art expresses. moreover, the very ten
sion that Habermas sees characteristic of the dualectic of enlightenment. For we
can now recogmze that works of art are both contextually giounded —emerging
m a specific culture and recerved diffetently m new contexts --and somehow able
to transcend their origins and moments of reception. thus resonating aesthets-
cally for many peoples and i1t many eras It 15 a special achievement of modein
aesthetic rationalization, we nught say, to accept both aspects of art without tryng
to force them mnto a unified whoie. The unsublatable dialectic of prnimstive art

counterfactual siatus of the totalization, which paradexicallv brings him close to the appreciation
of “romantic equivocity” we have noted in Lacoue Labarthe and Nancy
34 In a thoughtful essay on Haberras' understanding of hterature *Communican & Comipe

tence and Normative Force.” New Germian Critigue 35 (SpringsSwmmer  1985), Jonathan Culler
asks “But 1f literature 15 indeed communcative action, it1s not evident that litesary discourse entails
the inevitable presuppositions Habermas ascrabes to this mode Must the rcader of Iiterature neces-
sarily presume that the speaker has the intenfion of commuacating a lrue proposition Jr propos:-
tional content whose eastential presupposiions are satisfied? 1s the reader m fact compelled 1o as

sume that the speaker must want to express his imfentions fruthfully so that the hearer can belicve
[his] uiterance and tiust him? Do we necessarily presume a speaker of 1§ not this presumplion a
move 10 a particiiar set of language games!” (138) Culler 1 <urely inght to pose these questions
about hterature (or any other art genre), but they are les~ compelling when pur to Inigrary creticed
discourse Here 1t makes sense to mntroduce communcanve rationality standards, which 15 why
Habermas can talk of aestheue rationalzation 1 terms of the ongowng trachnion of judging art

Moreover, 1f we then take seriously the deconstruciionst injunchion to blur the boundary between
hiterature and Uterary criticism, but reverse the smphcation sis devotees usually draw from 1 (that
theoreiical language 15 always rhetorieal and therefore never trarsparent) we can see that what we
call “Iiterature” may well contain a mement of communicative rationality itself Its to be surg,
never reducible to just that, wloch 18 why Habermas 15 anxious te mantain the genre distinction
that deconstruction seems to want Lo efface, pace David Carroll, largely m favor of its hiterary pole

35 Habermas, “Questions and Counterquestions,” 201
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m modernist discourse 1s an excellent example, so James Clifford has recently
shown *¢ The “primitive” work came to be seen simultaneously as an artifact in
a larger cultural whole, for which 1t could serve as a synecdochal representation,
and as an example of pure form, which transcends 1ts functional origins and
achieves transhustorical aesthetic status Althoush there s often a struggle to con-
ceptualize the work 1n one or the other of these two modes, 1t 15 precisely by
accepting the creative tension between them that we achieve a new level of under-
standing, an example of what Habermas calls the “learning process” of modermty

Although much more could be said about the mmplications of the controversy
over aesthetics, let me fimish by making one final point If, as noted above, “our”
situation 1s marked by an unresolvable tension between acknowledging our 1m-
manence m our spectfic context and our rradicably 1nternalized imperative to
transcend us limitations, then 1t 15 musleading to reduce the aesthetic discourse
of modernity to the beautiful and counterpose 1t to a postmodern sublime It
15 even less correct to read Habermas as a transcendental narcissist yearmng for
a utopia of perfect communicative transparency without the 1mpediments of rhet-
oric, materiahity, and so on Instead, as The Philosophical Discourse of Moder-
nily clearly incicates, he sees us hiving 1n a world of enabling as well as disabling
diremptions, of differentiations, social as well as cultural, that ought not to be
undone either in the name of a discredited subject-centered rationality or in that
of 1ts mverse, the ecstatic community of subjectless heterogeneity and infinite
différance For as Habermas brilhantly demonstrates, 1f the former can be the
stimulus to a coercively totahzing politics, the latter 1s the subtle complement
of the systems-theoretical imperatives which seem to govern our world of uncon-
trolled industnial development, mulitary expansion, and technological domna-
tion “Modern Europe,” he concludes

has created the spiritual presuppositions and the material foundations for a world 1n whrch
this mentality has taken the place of reason That is the real heart of the cntique of reason
smcee MNietzsche Who else but Europe could draw from ifs own traditions the msight, the
energy, the courage of vision —everythimg that would be necessary to strip from the (no
longer metaphysical, but metabtological) premuses of a biind compulsion to system main-
tenance and system expansion their power 1o shape our mentality (367)

For those critics of Habermas®s alleged Eurocentrism, such passages will seem
hke a confirmation of all their worst mghtmares And indeed, there may well
be reason to wonder why only the West has the traditions to remedy the problem
But if we consider Habermas’s appeal as a call to “us” to remain within the dia-
lectic of enlightenment and not seek answers outside it, erther in temporal terms
{postmodernism) or m spatial terms (the non-West), then his apparent Eurocen-
tnism may seem less offensive

Iromcally, what 1s so often criticized 1n Habermas 1s his umiversahzing impulse,
whach 1s seen as charactenstic of European culiural impenialism This creates

36 James Chfford, The Predicament of Culture Twenireth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and
Art (Cambndge, Mass 1988), chapter 9
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the paradoxical demand that Habermas should neither refiect hus European roots,
nor try to be umversal, which amounts to saying that he should decontextualize
himself and assume the impossible position of his concrete “other ” If, however,
we recogmze that when Habermas talks of Europe’s own traditions, he non-
chavvinistically means both 1ts transcendentalizing and its immanentizing im-
pulses, both its communicative rationalist traditions and its subject-centered ra-
tionality, both its differentiated spheres of exoteric expertise and us hfe-world
of exotenc interaction, then the full complexity of s seemingly provincial ap-
peal can be appreciated Rather than reading his position as an arrogant expres-
sion of Western superionty, it may be better to see it as a cail to other cultures
to reflect on their own indigenous versions of the dialectic whose narrative he
so powerfully reconstructs 1n his own backyard For the hand that inflicts the
wound must 1ndeed be the hand that heals 1t

MARIIN Jay
University of California,
Berkeley

FESTIVALS AND THE FRENCH ReEvoruTioNn By Mona Qzouf Translated by Alan
Shendan Cambndge and London Harvard Umiversity Press, 1988 Pp xvin, 378

I

Mona Ozouf's historical analysis of the ritual celebrations of the French Revelu-
tion 15 a book abounding 1n data and reflection The data are documents on the
establishment and management of the féfes (the French féte can be translated
by “feastday,” a special celebration day on the Catholic hturgical calendar, or
“festival,” which has a more secular connotation), and the secondary historical
literature, from Michelet to the present day Ozouf’s point of departure 1s socio-
logical and psychological theory, a few 1deas out of Durkheim and Freud, but
she quickly settles into widely varying analyses of the meaning of individual fes-
tvals and of festival i the abstract Her ultimate goal is te account for the “transfer
of sacrality” from the religious feastdays of the Old Regime to the new festivals,
from the religion of the prerevolutionary past to the biologrcal, social, and civic
life of the revolutionary government-—all of which 1s a history-of-religions
problem

The first five chapters of the book are an mquiry wto the history of the fes-
tivals as they were put together by their orgamizers and subsequently interpreted
Then Ozouf signals a change with the last sentence of chapter five “From now
on let us speak not [of] the festivals but of the festival of the French Revolution”
(125) We are expected to enter the realm of theories and metatheory 1n the re-
maining chapters, which deal with the themes of “Space,” “Time,” “Pedagogy,”
“Popular Life,” and, of course, “Transfer of Sacrabty” This 15 a division more
by emphasis and author’s intentton than wn fact, because the first section of the
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