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Introduction 
Thomas McCarthy 

"In the philosophical discourse of modernity," writes Haber­
mas, "we are still contemporaries of the Young Hegelians." 
Distancing themselves from Hegel's attempt to replace the sub­
ject-centered reason of the Enlightenment with Absolute 
Knowledge, Marx and the other Left Hegelians already an­
nounced the "desublimation of the spirit" and a consequent 
"disempowering of philosophy." Since that time, these tenden­
cies have continued apace. The overwhelming "impurity" of 
reason, its unavoidable entanglement in history and tradition, 
society and power, practice and interest, body and desire, has 
prompted, among others, Nietzsche's heroic proclamation of 
the end of philosophy, Wittgenstein's therapeutic farewell, and 
Heidegger's dramatic overcoming. The current end-of-philos­
ophy debates are largely echoes of and variations upon themes 
developed in these earlier rounds. For French poststructural­
ism, which serves as the point of departure for these lectures, 
it is above all Nietzsche and Heidegger who furnish the inspi­
ration and set the agenda. Habermas is concerned here to 
respond to the challenge posed by the radical critique of reason 
in contemporary French thought by reexamining "the philo­
sophical discourse of modernity" from which it issues. His 
strategy is to return to those historical "crossroads" at which 
Hegel and the Young Hegelians, Nietzsche, and Heidegger 
made the fateful decisions that led to this outcome; his aim is 
to identify and clearly mark out a road indicated but not taken: 
the determinate negation of subject-centered reason by reason 
understood as cornrnunicative action. 
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That strategy and aim define the focus and compass of the 
lectures. They deal with modernity as a theme of philosophiml, 
not aesthetic, discourse. There are, however, some significant 
overlappings, for the aesthetic critique of modernity has played 
a crucial role in the philosophical critique- from Schiller and 
Romanticism to :'-Jietzsche and poststructuralism. In particular, 
the realm of radical experience - of experience set free from 
the constraints of morality and utility, religion and science -
opened up by avant-garde art has figured prominently in more 
recent attacks on the egocentric, domineering, objectifying, 
and repressing "sovereign rational subject." From Nietzsche to 
Bataille, it has seemed to provide access to the outlawed "other" 
of reason, which typically furnishes, if often only implicitly, the 
criteria for that critique. Habermas also discusses earlier ac­
counts of art's potential to reconcile the fragmented moments 
of reason, as well as Nietzsche's and Heidegger's variations on 
the theme of an aesthetically rene\Yed mythology (Dionysus as 

the absent god who is coming). 
But the enhanced significance of the aesthetic is only one 

facet of the philosophical discourse of modernity, which turns 
centrally on the critique of subjectivistic rationalism. The 
strong conceptions of reason and of the autonomous rational 
subject deYeloped from Descartes to Kant haYe, despite the 
constant pounding given them in the last one hundred and 
fifty years, continued to exercise a broad and deep - often 
subterranean - influence. The conception of "man" they de­
fine is, according to the radical critics of enlightenment, at the 
core of \\'estern humanism, which accounts in their view for 
its long complicity with terror. In proclaiming the end of phi­
losophy - whether in the name of negative dialectics or ge­
nealogy, the destruction of metaphysics or deconstruction -
they are in fact targeting the self-assertive and self-aggrandiz­
ing notion of reason that underlies Western "logocentrism." 
The critique of subject-ccrltered reason is thus a prologue to 
the critique of a bankrupt culture. 

To the necessity that characterizes reason in the Cartesian­
Kantian Yiew, the radical critics typically oppose the contin­
gency and corwentionality of the rules, criteria, and products 
of what counts as rational speech and action at any given time 
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and place; to its universality, they oppose an irreducible plu­
rality of incommensurable lifevvorlds and forms of life, the 
irremediably "local" character of all truth, argument, and va­
lidity; to the apriori, the empirical; to certainty, fallibility; to 
unity, heterogeneity; to homogeneity, the fragmentary; to self­
evident givenness ("presence"), universal mediation by differ­
ential systems of signs (Saussure); to the unconditioned, a re­
jection of ultimate foundations in any form. Interwoven with 
this critique of reason is a critique of the soyereign rational 
subject - atomistic and autonomous, disengaged and disem­
bodied, potentially and ideally self-transparent. It is no longer 
possible, the critics argue, to overlook the influence of the 
unconscious on the conscious, the role of the preconceptual 
and nonconceptual in the conceptual, the presence of the ir­
rational - the economy of desire, the will to power - at the 
Yery core of the rational. Nor is it possible to ignore the intrins­
ically social character of "structures of consciousness," the his­
torical and cultural variability of categories of thought and 
principles of action, their interdependence with the changing 
forms of social and material reproduction. And it is equally 
evident that "mind" will be misconceived if it is opposed to 
"body," as will theory if it is opposed to practice: Subjects of 
knowledge are embodied and practically engaged with the 
world, and the products of their thought bear ineradicable 
traces of their purposes and projects, passions and interests. 
In short, the epistemological and moral subject has been defin­
itively dccentcred and the conception of reason linked to it 
irrevocably desublimated. Subjectivity and intentionality are 
not prior to, but a function of, forms of life and systems of 
language; they do not "constitute" the world but are themselves 
elements of a linguistically disclosed world. 

Another important strand in the radical critique of reason 
can be traced back to Nietzsche's emphasis on the rhetorical 
and aesthetic dimensions of language. Thus, a number of crit­
ics seek to undercut philosophy's traditional self-delimitation 
from rhetoric and poetics as reflected in the standard opposi­
tions between logos and mythos, logic and rhetoric, literal and 
figurative, concept and metaphor, argument and narrative, and 
the like. Pursuing Nietzsche's idea that philosophical texts are 
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rhetorical constructs, they take aim at philosophy's self-under­
standing of its discourse in purely logical, literal - that is to 
say, nonrhetorical - terms. They argue that this is achieved 
only at the cost of ignoring or suppressing the rhetorical strat­
egies and elements of metaphor and other figurative devices 
that are nevertheless always at work in its discourse. And they 
seek actively to dispel the illusion of pure reason by applying 
modes of literary analysis to philosophical texts, exploiting the 
tensions between reason and rhetoric within them so as to 
undermine their logocentric self-understanding. 

In reconstructing the philosophical discourse of modernity, 
Habermas addresses himself to all these themes; he readily 
agrees with Foucault that reason is a "thing of this world." But 
for him this does not obviate the distinctions between truth 
and falsity, right and wrong; nor does it make them simply 
equivalent to what is de facto acceptable at a given time and 
place. The undeniable "immanence" of the standards we use 
to draw these distinctions - their embeddedness in concrete 
languag·es, cultures, practices - should not blind us to the 
equally undeniable "transcendence" of the claims they repre­
sent - their openness to critique and revision and their inter­
nal relation to intersubjective recognition brought about by the 
"force" of reasons. The ideas of reason, truth, justice also serve 
as ideals with reference to which we can criticize the traditions 
we inherit; though never divorced from social practices of 
justification, they can never be reduced to any given set of such 
practices. The challenge, then, is to rethink the idea of reason 
in line with our essential finitude- that is, with the historical, 
social. embodied, practical, desirous, assertive nature of the 
knowing· and acting subject - and to recast accordingly our 
received humanistic ideals. 

The key to Habermas's approach is his rejection of the ''para­
digm of consciousness" and its associated "philosophy of the 
subject" in favor of the through-and-throug·h intersubjectivist 
paradigm of "communicative action." This is "·hat he sees as 
the road open but not taken at the crucial junctures in the 
philosophical discourse of modernitv. At one such juncture, 
Hegel chose instead to overtrump the subjectivism of modern 
philosopln with a notion of Absolute Knowledge, itself bsh-
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ioned after the model of self-consciousness. Feeling the need 
to grasp "reason" in more modest terms, the Left and Right 
Hegelians also chose paths still marked by the philosophy of 
the subject - with, as Habermas shows, consequences that 
continue to reverberate in contemporary praxis philosophy, on 
the one hand, and in recent vintages of neoconservatism, on 
the other. While it is his intention in these lectures to resume 
and renew the "counterdiscourse" that, as a critique of subjec­
tivism and its consequences, has accompanied modernity from 
the start, his immediate focus is on the "counter-Enlighten­
ment" path hewn by Nietzsche- or, rather, on the two paths 
that lead out of Nietzsche into the present, one running 
through Heidegger to Derrida, the other through Bataille to 
Foucault. 

At the heart of Habermas's disagreement with Heiclegger 
and his followers is the putative "ontological difference" be­
tween Being and beings, between world-view structures and 
what appears within these worlds. In Habermas's view, this 
distinction is deployed so as to uproot propositional truth and 
devalue discursive, argumentative thought. After hypostatizing 
the world-disclosive aspect of language and disconnecting it 
from innerworldly learning processes, Heidegger leaves us 
with a kind of linguistic historicism, outfitted with the quasi­
religious trappings of a "truth-occurrence," a "destining of 
Being," to which we can only submit in an attitude of "expec­
tant indeterminacy." Haberrnas argues that this construal 
misses the dialectical interdependence between a historically 
shaped understanding of the world and the experience and 
practice possible within its horizon. Innerworldly practice is 
indeed informed by general, pregiven structures of world­
understanding; but these structures are in turn affected and 
changed bv the cumulative results of experiencing and acting 
within the world. Social practice submits the background 
knowledge of the lifework! to an "ongoing test" across the 
entire spectrum of validity claims. Meaning cannot be sepa­
rated from validity; and it is precisely the orientation of actors 
to validity claims that makes learning processes possible -
learning processes that may well cast doubt on the adequacv 
of the world \'iews informing social practice. Because Heideg-
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ger ignores this reciprocal connection between propositional 
truth and truth-as-disclosure and reduces the former to the 
latter, his "overcoming of metaphysics" amounts in the end to 
a "temporalized superfoundationalism." 

This has broader implications for the Heideggerian reading 
of modernity. The "palpable distortions" of a one-sidedly ra­
tionalized world get enciphered into an "impalpable Seinsge­
schick administered by philosophers." This cuts off the 
possibility of deciphering the pathologies of modern life in 
social-theoretical terms and frees their critique from the rigors 
of concrete historical analysis. "Essential thinking" consigns 
questions that can be decided by empirical investigation or 
theoretical construction - by any form of argumentative or 
discursive thought - to the devalued realm of the ontic and 
leaves us instead with the "empty, formulaic avowal of some 
indeterminate authority." 

In a long excursus on the literary-theoretical reception of 
Derrida in the United States, Habermas deploys the same views 
of language and practice to resist the leveling of the genre 
distinction between philosophy and literature and the reversal 
of the traditional primacy of logic over rhetoric with which it 
is linked. Once the impossibility of a Platonic conception of 
logos is acknowledged and the omnipresence of the rhetorical 
dimensions of language is recognized, the argument goes, 
philosophical discourse can no longer be (mis)conceived as 
logical rather than literary, literal rather than figurative - in 
short, it can no longer be conceived as philosophical in any 
emphatic sense of the term. The strategies of rhetorical anal­
ysis, which is concerned with the qualities and effects of texts 
in general, extend to the would-be independent realm of philo­
sophical texts as well. As Habermas reconstructs it, the heart 
of this argument is whether or not it is possible to draw a viable 
distinction between everyday speech (as it functions within con­
texts of communicative action) and poetic discourse. If not, 
then the aestheticizing of language proposed by Derrida car­
ries, with the consequence that any given discourse can 
properly be analyzed by rhetorical-literary means. Habermas 
defends a position that, while not denying the omnipresence 
and ineradicability of rhetorical and poetic elements in every-

XIII 

Introduction 

day discourse, insists on distinguishing those contexts in which 
the poetic function predominates, and thus structurally deter­
mines discourse, from those in which it plays a subordinate 
and supplementary role. We are dealing here with a contin­
uum, no doubt. Toward one end of the spectrum, we find the 
ordinary communicative uses of language in which illocution­
ary force serves to coordinate the actions of different partici­
pants: normal speech as part of everyday social practice. 
Toward the other end, we find those uses in which the fictional, 
narrative, metaphorical elements that pervade ordinary lan­
guage take on a life of their own; illocutionary force is "brack­
eted" and language is disengaged from everyday practical 
routines. In the communicative practice of everyday life, lan­
guage functions as a medium for dealing with problems that 
arise within the world. It is thus subject to an ongoing test and 
tied to processes of learning. In poetic discourse, by contrast, 
the everyday pressure to decide and to act is lifted, and the 
way is free for displaying the world-disclosive power of inno­
vative language. In Derrida and his followers, Habermas ar­
gues, language's capacity to solve problems disappears behind 
its world-creating capacity. Thus, they fail to recognize the 
unique status of specialized discourses differentiated out from 
communicative action to deal with specific types of problems 
and validity claims: science and technology, law and morality, 
economics and political science, and so forth. In these dis­
courses, as in the philosophy that mediates between them and 
the everyday world, the invariably present rhetorical elements 
of speech are "bridled," "enlisted for special purposes of prob­
lem solving," and "subordinated to distinct forms of 
argumentation." 

Along the other main path leading from Nietzsche to the 
contemporary critique of reason, the key points at issue are 
somewhat different. The critique of metaphysics is not given 
pride of place in this more "anarchist" strain; there is no "mys­
ticism of Being" conjured up here. The target is still subject­
centered reason and the domination of nature, society, and the 
self that it promotes. But the guiding thread is now Nietzsche's 
theory of power, and the fundamental premise is that modern 
reason is nothing more than a perverted and disguised will to 
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power. The aim of critique is, then, to strip away the veil of 
reason and to reveal naked the power it serves. In Bataille, this 
takes the form of an invocation and im·estigation of "the other 
of reason"- of what is expelled and excluded from the world 
of the useful, calculable, and manipulable. In Foucault, it takes 
the form of a genealogical unmasking that reveals the essential 
intrication of knowledge with power. Habermas devotes two 
lectures to Foucault, and readers might justifiably conclude that 
in his dialogue with French poststructuralism, Foucault is the 
preferred partner. More than any other of the radical critics 
of reason, Foucault opens up a held of investigation for social 
research; there is in his work no "mystification" of social path­
ologies into the "destinings" of this or that primordial force. 
Like Horkheimer and Adorno, he is sensitive to the power 
claims lurking in theoretical and practical reason; and also like 
them, he attaches to the concept of power both a transcenden­
tal-historical and a social-theoretical significance. 

Genealogy is, on the one hand, a kind of transcendental 
historiography. Its aim, as Foucault once put it, is to construct 
a "history of the objectification of objectivities," a "nominalist 
critique," by way of historical analysis, of the fundamental ideas 
in terms of which we constitute ourselves as subjects and o~jects 
of knowledge. It treats any such constitution as a historical 
event, constructing an indefinite number of internal and exter­
nal relations of intelligibility around it. The "theoretical-polit­
ical" point of this "analytic decomposition," Foucault tells us, 
is to "shmv that things weren't as necessary as all that," to 
replace the unitary, necessary, and invariantwith the multiple, 
contingent, and arbitrary. In particular, Foucault wants to 
break the hold on our minds of the modern "sciences of man," 
behind whose facade of universality and objectivity is concealed 
the ever-spreading operation of modern techniques of domi­
nation and of the self. This points to the second aspect of 
genealogy: It serves also as a historically oriented, more or less 
functionalist, critical sociology of knowledge, aimed in partic­
ular at types of knowledge that, incorporated into therapies 
and social technologies, serve as the main conduits for the 
normalizing and disciplinary effects of "truth." 
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Habennas's disagreements with Foucault certainly do not 
amount to a blanket rejection of this critical perspective on 
power-knowledge configurations. It is the "totalization" of cri- / 
tique that he objects to, the transformation of the critique of 
reason by reason - which from Kant to Marx had taken on 
the sociohistorical form of a critique of ideology - into a 
critique of reason tout court in the name of a "rhetorically 
affirmed other of reason." On his view, the real problem is too 
little rather than too much enlightenment, a deficiency rather 
than an excess of reason. And he supports this view with a 
double-edged critique of Foucault's "totalization," one edge 
applying to the transcendental-historiographic aspect of ge­
nealogy, the other to its social-theoretical aspect. Briefly, he 
argues that Foucault cannot escape the "performative contra- .. ' 
diction" involved in using the tools of reason to criticize reason; 
this has the serious consequence of landing his genealogical 
investigations in a situation embarrassingly similar to that of 
the "sciences of man" he so tellingly criticized. The ideas of 
meaning, validity, and value that were to be eliminated by 
genealogical critique come back to haunt it in the spectral forms 
of "presentism," "relativism," and "cryptonormativism." On the 
other hand, the social-theoretical reading of modernity in­
spired by the theory of power turns out to be simply an inver­
sion of the standard humanist reading it is meant to replace. 
It is, argues Habermas, no less one-sided: The essentially am­
biguous phenomena of modern culture and society are "flat­
tened down" onto the plane of power. Thus, for example, the 
internal development of law and morality, which on his view 
bears effects of emancipation as well as of domination, disap­
pears from Foucault's account of their normalizing functions. 
It is precisely the ambiguity of rationalization processes that 
has to be captured, the undeniable achievements as well as the 
palpable distortions; and this calls for a reconstructed dialectic 
of enlightenment rather than a totalized critique of it. 

As I mentioned at the outset, Habermas's strategy is to return 
to the counterdiscourse of modernity- neglected by Nietzsche 
and his followers - in which the principle of a self-sufficient, 
self-assertive subjectivity was exposed to telling criticism and a 
"counterreckoning" of the cost of modernity was drawn up. 
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1- Examining the main crossroads in this counterdiscourse, he 
points to indications of a path opened but not pursued: the 
construal of reason in terms of a noncoercive intersu~jectivity 
of mutual understanding and reciprocal recognition. Return­
ing to the first major crossroad, he uses this notion to recon­
struct Hegel's idea of ethical life and to argue that the other 
of reason invoked by the post-Nietzscheans is not adequately 
rendered in their ''model of exclusion"; it is better seen as a 
divided and destroyed ethical totality. Habermas follows Hegel 
also in viewing reason as a healing power of unification and 
reconciliation; however, it is not the Absolute that he has in 
mind, but the unforced intersubjectivity of rational agreement. 

l- At the second major crossroad, he follows Marx's indication 
that philosophy must become practical, that its rational content 
has to be mobilized in practice. This yields a counterposition 
to the post-Nietzschean privileging of "the extraordinary" -
limit experiences of aesthetic, mystical, or archaic provenance. 
If situated reason is viewed as social interaction, the potential 
of reason has to be realized in the communicative practice of 
ordinary, everyday life. The social practice Habermas has in 
mind cannot, however, be identified with Marx's conception of 
labor; in his view, productive activity is too specific and too 
restricted a notion to serve as a paradigm of rational practice. 
Furthermore, it harbors an idealist residue - labor as consti­
tutive of a world in alienated form that has to be reappro­
priated- that needs to be overcome if we are to get definitively 
beyond the paradigm of subjectivity. The solution he opposes 
to the simple elimination of the su~ject is a kind of "determi­
nate negation'': If communicative action is our paradigm, the 
decentered subject remains as a participant in social interaction 
mediated bv language. On this account there is an internal 
relation of ~ommLuni~ative practice to re;son,' for language use 
is oriented to validity claims, and validity claims can in the end 
be redeemed only through intersubjective recognition brought 
about by the unforced force of reason. The internal relation 
of meaning to validity means that communication is not only 
always "immanent" - that is, situated, conditioned - but also 
always "transcendent" - that is, geared to validity claims that 
are meant to hold beyond any local context and thus can be 
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indefinitely criticized, defended, revised: "Validity claims have 
a Janus face. As claims, they transcend any local context; at 
the same time, they have to be raised here and now and be de 
facto recognized .... The transcendent moment of univenal 
validity bursts every provinciality asunder; the obligatory mo­
ment of accepted validity claims renders them carriers of a 
context-bound everyday practice .... a moment of unconditionality 
is built into factual processes of mutual understanding - the 
validity laid claim to is distinguished from the social currency 
of a de facto established practice and yet serves it as the foun­
dation of an existing consensus." This orientation of commu­
nicative action to validity claims admitting of argument and· 
counterargument is precisely what makes possible the learning 
processes that lead to transformations of our world views and 
thus of the very conditions and standards of rationality. 

In sum, then, Habermas agrees with the radical critics of 
enlightenment that the paradigm of consciousness is ex­
hausted. Like them, he views_It;?A'iOn as inescapably situated, as 
concretized in history, society, body, and language. Unlike 
them, however, he holds that the defects of the Enlightenment 
can only be made good by further enlightenment. The totalized 
critique of reason undercuts the capacity of reason to be criti­
cal. It refuses to acknowledge that modernization bears devel- < 
opments as well as distortions of reason. Among the former, 
he mentions the "unthawing" and "reflective refraction" of 
cultural traditions, the universalization of norms and general­
ization of values, and the growing individuation of personal 
idcnti~ies.- all pr_erequisites for :hat effectively dem~cratic \ 
orgamzatton of sonety through whtch alone reason can, m the \ 
end, become practical. 
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Preface 

"Modernity- an Unfinished Pn~ject" was the title of a speech 
I gave in September 1980 upon accepting the Adorno Prize. 1 

This theme, disputed and multifaceted as it is, never lost its 
hold on me. Its philosophical aspects have moved even more 
starkly into public consciousness in the wake of the reception 
of French neostructuralism - as has the key term "postmod­
ernity," in connection with a publication by J ean-Franc,:ois Ly­
otard.2 The challenge from the neostructuralist critique of 
reason defines the perspective from which I seek to reconstruct 
here, step by step, the philosophical discourse of modernity. 
Since the late eighteenth century modernity has been elevated 
to a philosophical theme in this discourse. The philosophical 
discourse of modernity touches upon and overlaps with the 
aesthetic discourse in manifold ways. Nevertheless, I have had 
to limit the theme; these lectures do not treat modernism in 
art and literature.:1 

After my return to the Cniversity of Frankfurt, I held lecture 
courses on this subject in the summer semester of 1983 and 
the winter semester of 1983-1984. Added afterwards, and so 
fictitious in this sense, are the f-ifth lecture, which adopts an 
already published text, 1 as well as the last lecture, only recently 
worked out. I delivered the first four lectures at the College 
de France in Paris in March 1983. I used other portions for 
the Messenger Lectures at Cornell University in September 
1984. I also dealt with the most important theses in seminars 
at Boston College. I have received more inspirations from the 
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lively discussions I was able to hold with colleagues and stu­
dents on these occasions than could he acknowledged retro­

spectiYely in notes. 
Supplements to the philosophical discourse of modernity, 

with a political accent, arc contained in a volume of edition 
suhrkamjJ being published simultaneously.-, 
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Modernity's Consciousness of 
Time and Its Need for Self­
Reassurance 

I 

In his famous introduction to the collection of his studies on 
the sociology of religion, Max Weber takes up the "problem of 
universal history" to which his scholarly life was dedicated, 
namely, the question why, outside Europe, "the scientific, the 
artistic, the political, or the economic deYelopment ... did not 
enter upon that path of rationalization which is peculiar to the 
Occident?" 1 For Weber, the intrinsic (that is, not merely con­
tingent) relationship between modernity and what he called 
"Occidental rationalism" was still self-evident. 2 He described as 
"rational" the process of disenchantment which led in Europe 
to a disintegration of religious world views that issued in a 
secular culture. \Vith the modern empirical sciences, autono­
mous arts, and theories of morality and law grounded on prin­
ciples, cultural spheres of value took shape which made 
possible learning processes in accord with the respective inner 
logics of theoretical, aesthetic, and moral-practical problems. 

What Weber depicted was not only the secularization of 
Western culture, but also and especially the development of 
modern societies from the viewpoint of rationalization. The new 
structures of society were marked by the differentiation of the 
two functionally intcrmcshing systems that had taken shape 
around the organizational cores of the capitalist enterprise and 
the bureaucratic state apparatus. Weber understood this pro­
cess as the institutionalization of purposive-rational economic 
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and administrative action. To the degree that everyday life was 
affected by this cultural and societal rationalization, traditional 
forms of life - which in the early modern period were differ­
entiated primarily according to one's trade - were dissolved. 
The modernization of the lifeworld is not determined only by 
structures of purposive rationality. Emile Durkheim and 
George Herbert Mead saw rationalized lifeworlds as character­
ized by the reflective treatment of traditions that have lost their 
quasinatural status; by the universalization of norms of action 
and the generalization of values, which set communicative ac­
tion free from narrowly restricted contexts and enlarge the 
field of options; and finally, by patterns of socialization that 
are oriented to the formation of abstract ego-identities and 
force the individuation of the growing child. This is, in broad 
strokes, how the classical social theorists drew the picture of 
modernity. 

Today Max Weber's theme appears in another light; this is 
as much the result of the labors of those who invoke him as of 
the work of his critics. "Modernization" was introduced as a 
technical term only in the 1 950s. It is the mark of a theoretical 
approach that takes up Weber's problem but elaborates it with 
the tools of social-scientific functionalism. The concept of mod­
ernization refers to a bundle of processes that are cumulative 
and mutually reinforcing: to the formation of capital and the 
mobilization of resources; to the development of the forces of 
production and the increase in the productivity of labor; to 
the establishment of centralized political power and the for­
mation of national identities; to the proliferation of rights of 
political participation, of urban forms of life, and of formal 
schooling; to the secularization of values and norms; and so 
on. The theory of modernization performs two abstractions on 
Weber's concept of "modernity." It dissociates "modernity" 
from its modern European origins and stylizes it into a spatia­
temporally neutral model for processes of social development 
in general. Furthermore, it breaks the internal connections 
between modernity and the historical context of Western ra­
tionalism, so that processes of modernization can no longer be 
conceived of as rationalization, as the historical objectification 
of rational structures. James Coleman sees in this th~ advantage 
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that a concept of modernization generalized in terms of a 
theory of evolution is no longer burdened with the idea of a 
completion of modernity, that is to say, of a goal state after 
which "postmodern" developments would have to set in. 1 

Indeed it is precisely modernization research that has con­
tributed to the currency of the expression '·postmodern" even 
among social scientists. For in view of an evolutionarily auton­
omous, self-promoting modernization, social-scientific observ­
ers can all the more easily take leave of the conceptual horizon 
of Western rationalism in which modernity arose. But as soon 
as the internal links between the concept of modernity and the 
self-understanding of modernity gained within the horizon of 
Western reason have been dissolved, we can relativize the, as 
it were, automatically continuing processes of modernization 
from the distantiated standpoint of a postmodern observer. 
Arnold Gehlcn brought this clown to the formula: The prem­
ises of the Enlightenment are dead; only their consequences 
continue on. From this perspective, a self-sufficiently advanc­
ing modernization of society has separated itself from the im­
pulses of a cultural modernity that has seemingly become 
obsolete in the meantime; it only carries out the functional laws 
of economy and state, technology and science, which are sup­
posed to have amalgamated into a system that cannot be influ­
enced. The relentless acceleration of social processes appears 
as the reverse side of a culture that is exhausted and has passed 
into a crystalline state. Gehlen calls modern culture "crystal­
lized" because "the possibilities implanted in it have all been 
developed in their basic elements. Even the counterpossibilities 
and antitheses have been uncovered and assimilated, so that 
henceforth changes in the premises have become increasingly 
unlikely .... If you have this impression, you will perceive 
crystallization ... even in a realm as astonishingly dynamic and 
full of variety as that of modern painting."4 Because "the his­
tory of ideas has concluded," Gehlen can observe with a sigh 
of relief that "we have arrived at posthistoire." With Gottfried 
Benn he imparts the advice: "Count up your supplies." This 
neoconservative leave-taking from modernity is directed, then, 
not to the unchecked dynamism of societal modernization but 
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to the husk or a cultural self-understanding of modernity that 
appears to have been O\'ertaken.' 

In a completely different political form, namely an anarchist 
one, the idea of postmodernity appears among theoreticians 
who do not sec that any uncoupling of modernity and ration­
ality has set in. They, too, advertise the end of the Enlighten­
me~lt · thcv, too, move beyond the horizon of the tradition of 

' ' . 
reason in w·hich European modernity once understood itself; 
and they plant their feet in posthistoire. But unlike the neocon­
servative, the anarchist farewell to modernity is meant for so­
ciety and culture in the same degree. As that continent of basic 
concepts bearing \Vcber's Occidental rationalism sinks down, 
reason makes known its true identity - it becomes unmasked 
as the subordinating and at the same time itself subjugated 
subjectivity, as the will to instrumental mastery. The subversive 
force of this critique, which pulls away the veil of reason from 
before the sheer \Viii to power, is at the same time supposed to 
shake the iron cage in which the spirit of modernity has been 
objectified in societal form. From this point of view, the mod­
ernization of society cannot survive the end of the cultural 
modernity from which it arose. It cannot hold its own against 
the "primordial" anarchism under whose sign postmodernity 
marches. 

However distinct these two readings of the theory of post­
modernity are, both reject the basic conceptual horizon within 
which the self-understanding of European modernity has been 
formed. Both theories of postmodernity pretend to have gone 
beyond this horizon, to have left it behind as the horizon of a 
past epoch. Hegel was the first philosopher to develop a dear 
concept of modernity. We have to go back to him if we want 
to understand the internal relationship between modernity and 
rationality, which, until Max Weber, remained self-evident and 
which today is being called into question. We have to get clear 
on the Hegelian concept of modernity to be able to judge 
whether the claim of those who base their analyses on other 
premises is legitimate. At any rate, we cannot dismiss a priori 
the suspicion that postmodern thought merely claims a tran­
scendent status, while it remains in fact dependent on presup­
positions of the modern self-understanding that were brought 
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to light by Hegel. We cannot exclude from the outset the 
possibility that neoconservatism and aesthetically inspired an­
archism, in the name of a farewell to modernity, are merely 
trying to revolt against it once again. It could be that they are 
merely cloaking their complicity with the venerable tradition 
of counter-Enlightenment in the garb of post-Enlightenment. 

II 

Hegel used the concept of modernity first of all in historical 
contexts, as an epochal concept: The "new age" is the "modern 
age." This corresponded to contemporary usage in English and 
French: "modern times" or temps moderns denoted around 1800 
the three centuries just preceding. The discovery of the "new 
world," the Renaissance, and the Reformation - these three 
monumental events around the year 1500 constituted the epo­
chal threshold between modern times and the middle ages. In 
his Lectures on the PhilosojJhy of History, Hegel used these ex­
pressions to classify the German Christian world that had is­
sued from Roman and Greek antiquity. The division still usual 
today (e.g., for the designation of chairs in history depart­
ments) into the Modern Period, the Middle Ages, and Antiq­
uity (or modern, medieval, and ancient history) could take 
shape only after the expression "new" or "modern" age ("new" 
or "modern" world) lost its merely chronological meaning and 
took on the oppositional significance of an emphatically "new" 
age. Whereas in the Christian West the "new world" had meant 
the still-to-come age of the world of the future, which was to 
dawn only on the last day - and it still retains this meaning 
in Schelling's Philosoph)' of the Ages of the World - the secular 
concept of modernity expresses the conviction that the future 
has already begun: It is the epoch that lives for the future, that 
opens itself up to the novelty of the future. In this way, the 
caesura defined by the new beginning has been shifted into 
the past, precisely to the start of modern times. Only in the 
course of the eighteenth century did the epochal threshold 
around 1500 become conceptualized as this beginning. To test 
this, Reinhart Koselleck uses the question of when nostrum 
aevum, our own age, was renan1ed nova aetas, the new age. 6 
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Koselleck shows how the historical consciousness that ex­
pressed itself in the concept of the "modern age" or the "new 
age" constituted a historical-philosophical perspective: One's 
own standpoint was to be brought to reflective awareness within 
the horizon of history as a whole. Even the collective singular 
Geschichte [history], which Hegel already uses in a way that is 
taken for granted, was a coinage of the eighteenth century: 
"The 'new age' lent the whole of the past a world-historical 
quality .... Diagnosis of the new age and analysis of the past 
ages corresponded to each other."7 The new experience of an 
advancing and accelerating of historical events corresponds to 

this, as does the insight into the chronological simultaneity of 
historically nonsynchronous developments.R At this time the 
image of history as a uniform process that generates problems 
is formed, and time becomes experienced as a scarce resource 
for the mastery of problems that arise- that is, as the pressure 
of time. The Zeitgeist, or spirit of the age, one of the new words 
that inspired Hegel, characterizes the present as a transition 
that is consumed in the consciousness of a speeding up and in 
the expectation of the differentness of the future. As Hegel 
puts it in the preface to the Phenomenology of Mind: 

It is surely not difficult to see that our time is a birth and transition 
to a new period. The Spirit has broken with what was hitherto the 
world of its existence and imagination and is about to submerge all 
this in the past; it is at work giving itself a new form .... [F]rivolity 
as well as the boredom that open up in the establishment and the 
indeterminate apprehension of something unknown are harbingers 
of a forthcoming change. This gradual crumbling ... is interrupted 
by the break of day, that like lightning, all at once reveals the edifice 
of the new world.9 · 

Because the new, the modern world is distinguished from 
the old by the fact that it opens itself to the future, the epochal 
new beginning is rendered constant with each moment that 
gives birth to the new. Thus, it is characteristic of the historical 
consciousness of modernity to set off "the most recent [neuesten] 
period" from the modern [neu] age: Within the horizon of the 
modern age, the present enjoys a prominent position as con­
temporary history. Even Hegel understands "our age" as "the 
most recent period." He dates the beginning of the present 
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from the break that the Enlightenment and the French Revo­
lution signified for the more thoughtful contemporaries at the 
close of the eighteenth and the start of the nineteenth century. 
With this "glorious sunrise" we come, as the old Hegel still 
thought, "to the last stage in History, our world, our own 
time." 10 A present that understands itself from the horizon of 
the modern age as the actuality of the most recent period has 
to recapitulate the break brought about with the past as a 
continuous renewal. 

The dynamic concepts that either emerged together with the 
expression "modern age" or "new age" in the eighteenth cen­
tury or acquired then a new meaning that remains valid down 
to our day are adapted to this - words such as revolution, 
progress, emancipation, development, crisis, and Zeitgrist. 11 

These expressions also became key terms for Hegelian philos­
ophy. They cast conceptual-historical light on the problem 
posed for the modern historical consciousness of Western cul­
ture that had developed in connection with the oppositional 
concept of a "new age": Modernity can and will no longer 
borrow the criteria by which it takes its orientation from the 
models supplied by another epoch; it has to create its norrnativity 
out of itself Modernity sees itself cast back upon itself without 
any possibility of escape. This explains the sensitiveness of its 
self-understanding, the dynamism of the attempt, carried for­
ward incessantly down to our time, to "pin itself down." Just a 
few years ago, Hans Blumenberg felt himself obliged to defend 
with a grand historical display the legitimacy or the propa right 
of modernity against constructions that tried to make a case 
for its cultural debt to the testators of Christianity and antiq­
uity. "It is not self-evident that an epoch poses itself the prob­
lem of its historical legitimacy; just as little is it self-evident that 
it understands itself as an epoch at all. For modernity, the 
problem is latent in the claim of accomplishing, and of being 
able to accomplish, a radical break, and in the incongruity of 
this claim with the reality of history, which is never capable of 
starting anew from the ground up." 1 ~ Blumenberg adduces as 
evidence a statement by the young Hegel: "Apart from some 
earlier attempts, it has been reserved in the main for our epoch 
to vindicate, at least in theory, the human ownership of trea-
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sun~s formerly squandered on heaven; but what age will have 
the strength to validate this right in practice and make itself 

their possessor?" 1 ~~ 
The problem of grounding modernity out of itself first 

comes to consciousness in the realm of aesthetic criticism. This 
becomes clear when one traces the history of the concept "mod­
ern."14 The process of detachment from the models of ancient 
art was set going in the early eighteenth century by the famous 
querelle des ancirns et des modernes. 15 The party of the moderns 
rebelled against the self-understanding of French classicism by 
assimilating the aesthetic concept of perfection to that of prog­
ress as it was suggested by modern natural science. The "mod­
erns," using historical-critical arguments, called into question 
the meaning of imitating the ancient models; in opposition to 
the norms of an apparently timeless and absolute beauty, they 
elaborated the criteria of a relative or time-conditioned beauty 
and thus articulated the self-understanding of the French En­
lightenment as an epochal new beginning. Although the sub­
stantive rnodrrnitas, along with the pair of adjectival opposites, 
antiquilnwdenzi, had already been used since late antiquity in a 
chronological sense, in the European languages of the modern 
age the adjective "modern" only came to be used in a substan­
tive form in the middle of the nineteenth century, once again 
at first in the realm of the fine arts. This explains why Modeme 
and ;\Iodnnitiil, modemitr' and modrrnil)' have until our own clay 
a core aesthetic meaning fashioned by the self-understanding 
of avant -garcle art .1!

1 

For Baudelaire, the aesthetic experience of modernity fuses 
with the historical. In the fundamental experience of aesthetic 
modernitv, the problem of self-grounding becomes acute, be­
cause here the horizon of temporal experience contracts to the 
clecentered subjectivity that splits away from the conventions 
of evenclav life. For this reason, he assigns to the modern work 
of art a strange place at the intersection of the axes of the 
actual and the eternal: "!Vlodernitv is the transient, the fleeting, 
the contingent; it is one-half of ai:t, the other being the etern~l 
and immovable." 17 A self-consuming actuality, which forfeits 
the nln1.1ion of a transition period,L of a mo,st recent period 
constituted at the center of the new age (and lasting several 
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decades), becomes the reference point of modernity. The ac­
tual present can no longer gain its self-consciousness from 
opposition to an epoch rejected and surpassed, to a shape of 
the past. Actuality can be constituted only as the point where 
time and eternity intersect. In this way, modernity is rescued, 
not from its infirmity surely, but from triviality; in Baudelaire's 
understanding, it is so disposed that the transitory moment will 
find confirmation as the authentic past of a future present. 1H 

It proves its worth as that which one day will be classic: "Classic" 
is henceforth the "flash" at the dawning of a new world -
which will of course have no duration, for its collapse is already 
sealed with its appearance. This understanding of time, radi­
calized yet again in surrealism, grounds the kinship of modernity 
with mode (or fashion). 

Baudelaire picks up on the outcome of the famous debate 
between the ancients and the moderns, but he shifts the weight 
between the absolutely beautiful and the relatively beautiful in 
a characteristic manner: "Beauty is made up, on the one hand, 
of an element that is eternal and invariable ... and, on the 
other, of a relative, circumstantial element, which we may like 
to call ... contemporaneity, fashion, morality, passion. Without 
this second element, which is like the amusing, teasing, appe­
tite-whetting coating of the divine cake, the first element would 
be indigestible, tasteless, unadapted, and inappropriate to hu­
man nature." 1'1 Baudelaire the art critic emphasizes an aspect 
of modern painting: "the ephemeral, the fleeting forms of 
beauty in the life of our day, the characteristic traits of what, 
with our reader's permission, we have called 'moclernity."'20 He 
puts the word "modernity" in quotation marks; he is conscious 
of his novel, terminologically peculiar use of the term. On this 
account, the authentic work is radically bound to the moment 
of its emergence; precisely because it consumes itself in ac­
tuality, it can bring the steady flow of trivialities to a standstill, 
break through normality, and satisfy for a moment the im­
mortal longing for beauty - a moment in which the eternal 
comes into fleeting contact with the actual. 

Eternal beauty shows itself only in the guise of the costume 
of the times. (Benjamin later adopted this feature under the 
rubric of the dialectical image.) The modern work of art is 
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marked by a union of the real or true with the ephemeral. 
This character of the present is also at the basis of the kinship 
of art with fashion, with the new, with the optics of the idler, 
the genius, and the child, who, lacking the antistimulant of 
conventionally inculcated modes of perception, are delivered 
up defenceless to the attacks of beauty, to the transcendent 
stimuli hidden in the most ordinary matters. The role of the 
dandy, then, consists in turning this type of passively experi­
enced extraordinariness to the offensive, in demonstrating the 
extraordinary by provocative means.~ 1 The dandy combines 
the indolent and the fashionable with the pleasure of causing 
surprise in others while never showing any himself. He is the 
expert on the fleeting pleasure of the moment, out of ~which 
the novel wells up: "He is looking for that indefinable some­
thing we may be allowed to call 'modernity,' for want of a 
better term to express the idea in question. The aim for him 
is to extract from fashion the poetry that resides in its historical 
envelope, to distill the eternal from the transitory."~~ 

Walter Benjamin took up this motif in order to find a solu­
tion to the paradoxical task of obtaining standards of its own 
for the contingency of a modernity that had become simply 
transitory. Whereas Baudelaire had contented himself with the 
idea that the constellation of time and eternity comes to pass 
in the authentic work of art, Benjamin wanted to translate this 
basic aesthetic experience back into a historical relationship. 
He fashioned for this purpose the concept of a "now-time" 
lfetztzeit], which is shot through with fragments of messianic or 
completed time; and in doing so he made use of the "imitation" 
motif, which having become merely skin deep, so to speak, was 
now to be ferreted out in the appearances of fashion. 

The French Revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate. It evoked 
ancient ~ome the way fashion evokes costumes of the past. Fashion 
has a flatr for the topical, no matter where it stirs in the thickets of 
long ago; it is a tiger's leap into the past. ... The same leap in the 
open air of history is the dialectical one, which is how Marx under­
stood the revolution.23 

Benjamin is not only rebelling against the borrowed norma­
tivity of an understanding of history taken from the imitation 
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of models; he is struggling just as much against two conceptions 
which, on the basis of the modern understanding of history, 
intercept and neutralize the provocation of the new and of the 
entirely unexpected: on the one hand, the idea of a homoge­
neous and empty time that is filled in by "the stubborn belief 
in progress" of evolutionism and the philosophy of history; on 
the other hand, the neutralization of all standards fostered by 
historicism when it imprisons history in the museum and "tell[s] 
the sequence of events like the beads of a rosary." 24 The model 
here is Robespierre who, in citing ancient Rome, provided 
himself with a corresponding past charged with "now-time" in 
order to burst the inert continuum of history. just as he at­
tempts to bring the sluggish flow of history to a stop, as if by 
a surrealistically produced shock, so must a modernity that has 
been evaporated into what is actual at any given time [Aktu­
alitat], as soon as it attains the authenticity of a now-time, 
constantly take its normativity from mirror images of pasts 
whose services are enlisted for this purpose. They are no longer 
perceived from the outset as exemplary pasts. We should look 
rather to Baudelaire's model of the creator of fashion to ap­
preciate the creativity that sets the act of clear-sightedly de­
tecting such correspondences in contrast with the aesthetic 
ideal of imitating classical models. 

Excursus on Benjamin's Theses on the Philosophy of 
History 

The consciousness of time expressed in Benjamin's "Theses on 
the Philosophy of History" is not easy to classify. A singular 
mixture of surrealist experiences and motifs from Jewish mys­
ticism enter unmistakably into his notion of "now-time." This 
idea - that the authentic moment of an innovative present 
interrupts the continuum of history and breaks away from its 
homogeneous flow - is fed from both sources. The profane 
illumination caused by shock, like the mystical union with the 
appearance of the Messiah, forces a cessation, a crystallization, 
of the momentary event. Benjamin is not concerned only with 
an emphatic renewal of the consciousness for which "every 
second of time [is] the strait gate through which the Messiah 
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might enter" (Thesis XVIII). He twists the radical future-ori­
entedness that is characteristic of modern times in general so 
!~tr back around the axis of the now-time that it gets transposed 
into a yet more radical orientation toward the past. The antic­
ipation of what is new in the future is realized only through 
remembering [Eingedenken] a past that has been suppressed. 
Benjamin understands the sign of such a messianic cessation 
of events as "a revolutionary chance in the fight for the op­
pressed past" (Thesis XV II). 

In the framework of his investigations into conceptual his­
tory, Reinhart Koselleck has characterized modern time-con­
sciousness, among other ways, in terms of the increasing 
difference between the "space of experience" and the "horizon 
of expectation": "My thesis is that in modern times the differ­
ence between experience and expectation has increasingly ex­
panded; more precisely, that modernity is first understood as 
a new age from the time that expectations have distanced 
themselves evermore from all previous cxperience."25 Modern­
ity's specific orientation toward the future is shaped precisely 
to the extent that societal modernization tears apart the old 
European experiential space of the peasant's and craftsman's 
lifeworlds, mobilizes it, and devalues it into directives guiding 
expectations. These traditional experiences of previous gen­
erations arc then replaced by the kind of experience of prog­
ress that lends to our horizon of expectation (till then anchored 
fixedly in the past) a "historically new quality, constantly subject 
to being overlaid with utopian conceptions."2 li 

Yet Kosclleck overlooks the fact that the notion of progress 
served not only to render eschatological hopes profane and 
open up the horizon of expectation in a utopian fashion, but 
also to close off the future as a source of disruption with the 
aid of teleological constructions of history. Benjamin's polemic 
against the social-evolutionary leveling off of the historical ma­
terialist conception of history is aimed at just such a degener­
ation of modernity's consciousness of time open toward the 
future. Wherever progress becomes a historical norm, the qual­
ity of novelty and the emphasis upon predictable beginnings 
are eliminated from the present's relationship to the future. 
In Benjamin's view, historicism is merely a functional equiva-
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lent for the philosophy of history in this regard. The historian 
who practices empathy and comprehends everything assembles 
a mass of facts, which means that he places the objectified 
course of history into an ideal simultaneity in order to fill up 
"empty and homogeneous time." He thereby strips the pres­
ent's relationship to the future of any relevance for under­
standing the past: "A historical materialist cannot do without 
the notion of a present which is not a transition, but in which 
time stands still and has come to a stop. For this notion defines 
the present in which he himself is writing history. Historicism 
gives the 'eternal' image of the past; historical materialism 
supplies a unique experience with the past" (Thesis XVI). 

We shall see that to the degree that it has been articulated 
in literary documents, rnodern time-consciousness has repeat­
edly slackened and that its vitality has had to be constantly 
renewed by radical historical thinking: from the Young He­
gelians via Nietzsche and Yorck von Warthenburg right down 
to Heidegger. The same impulse inspires Benjamin's "Theses"; 
they serve to renew modern time-consciousness. However, 
Benjamin was still not satisfied with the variations of historical 
thinking considered radical up to his time. Radical historical 
thinking can be characterized by the idea of effective history 
[Wirkungsgeschichte]. Nietzsche called it critical history. The 
Marx of the Eighteenth Brurnaire practiced this type of historical 
thinking; the Heidegger of Being and Time ontologized it. Even 
in the congealed structure of the "existentiale of historicality," 
one thing remains clear: The horizon open to the future, which 
is determined by expectations in the present, guides our access 
to the past. Inasmuch as we appropriate past experiences with 
an orientation to the future, the authentic present is preserved 
as the locus of continuing tradition and of innovation at once; 
the one is not possible without the other, and both merge into 
the objectivity proper to a context of effective history. 

Now there are different ways of reading this idea of effective 
history, according to the degree of continuity or discontinuity 
to be secured or brought about. One can have conservative 
(Gadamer), conservative-revolutionary (Freyer), and revolu­
tionary (Korsch) interpretations. Always, however, the future­
oriented gaze is directed from the present into a past that is 
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connected as prehistory with our present, as by the chain of a 
continual destiny. Two moments are constitutive for this con­
sciousness: on the one hand, the effective-historical bond of a 
continuous happening of tradition in which even the revolu­
tionary deed is embedded; on the other, the dominance of the 
horizon of expectation over a potential of historical experiences 

to be appropriated. 
Benjamin does not explicitly come to terms with this effec­

tive-historical consciousness. But it is clear from his text that 
he distrusts both: both the treasure of transmitted cultural 
goods that are supposed to pass into the possession of the 
present, and the asymmetric relationship between the appro­
priating activities of a present oriented to the future and the 
objects of the past that are made one's own. Hence Benjamin 
proposes a drastic reversal of horizon of expectation and space 
of experience. To all past epochs he ascribes a horizon of 
unfulfilled expectations, and to the future-oriented present he 
assigns the task of experiencing a corresponding past through 
remembering, in such a way that we can fulfill its expectations 
with our weak messianic power. In accordance with this rever­
sal, two ideas can be interwoven: the conviction that the con­
tinuity of the context of tradition can be established by 
barbarism as well as by culture,27 and the idea that each re­
spective present generation bears the responsibility not only 
for the fate of future generations but also for the innocently 
suffered fate of past generations. This need for redemption 
on the part of past epochs who have directed their expectations 
to us is reminiscent of the figure familiar in both Jewish and 
Protestant mysticism of man's respnsibility for the fate of a 
God who, in the act of creation, relinquished his omnipotence 
in favor of human freedom, putting us on an equal footing 
with himself. 

But such imputations from intellectual history do not explain 
very much. What Benjamin has in mind is the supremely pro­
fane insight that ethical universalism also has to take seriously 
the injus~ice that has already happened and that is seemingly 
irreversible; that there exists a solidarity of those born later 
with those who have preceded them, with all those whose bodily 
or personal integrity has been violated at the hands of other 

]:"j 

:VIodernity's Consciousness of Time 

human beings; and that this solidarity can only be engendered 
and made effective by remembering. Here the liberating power 
of memory is supposed not to foster a dissolution of the power 
of the past over the present, as it was from Hegel down to 
Freud, but to contribute to the dissolution of a guilt on the 
part of the present with respect to the past: "For every image 
of the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its 
own concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably" (Thesis V). 

In the context of this first lecture, this excursus is meant to 
show how Benjamin interweaves motifs of completely diverse 
provenance in order to radicalize yet again the effective-his­
torical consciousness. The disengagement of the horizon of 
expectation from the hanclecl-do\Yn potentials for experience 
is, as Koselleck shows, what first makes possible the opposition 
of a new age living in its own right to those past epochs from 
which modernity dissociated itself. Thus, the constellation of 
the present in relation to the past and future has undergone a 
specific change. On the one hand, under the pressure of urgent 
problems from the future, a present that is challenged to his­
torically responsible activity gains ascendancy over a past that 
is to be appropriated for its own interests; on the other hand, 
a purely transitory present sees itself brought to account before 
the future for its interventions and omissions. Because Benja­
min extends this future-oriented responsibility to past epochs, 
the constellation shifts once again: The tension-laden relation­
ship to basically open alternatives in the future now touches 
directly the relationship to a past mobilized in turn by expec­
tations. The pressure of the future is multiplied by that of the 
past (and unfulfilled) future. But at the same time, the secret 
narcissism of effective-historical consciousness is corrected by 
this rotation of the axis. It is no longer only future generation~, 
but past generations as well, that have a claim on the weak 
messianic power of the present. The anamnestic redemption 
of an injustice, which cannot of course be undone but can at 
least be virtually reconciled through remembering, ties up the 
present with the communicati\e context of a uni~'ersal histor­
ical solidarity. This anamnesis constitutes the decentering coun­
terpoise to the dangerous concentration or responsibilit \ that 
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modern time-consciousness, oriented exclusively toward the 
future, has laid on the shoulders of a problematic present that 
has, as it were, been tied in knots.~H 

III 

Hegel was the first to raise to the level of a philosophical 
problem the process of detaching modernity from the sugges­
tion of norms lying outside of itself in the past. Certainly, in 
the course of a critique of tradition that integrated the expe­
riences of the Reformation and the Renaissance and reacted 
to the beginnings of modern natural science, modern philos­
ophy from late scholasticism until Kant had already expressed 
the self-understanding of modernity. But only at the end of 
the eighteenth century did the problem of modernity's sel{ 
reassurance [Selbstvngewisserung] come to a head in such a way 
that Hegel could grasp this question as a philosophical prob­
lem, and indeed as the fundamental f;roblern of his own philoso­
phy. The anxiety caused by the fact that a modernity without 
models had to stabilize itself on the basis of the very diremp­
tions [or divisions: E ntzweiungen] it had wrought is seen by 
Hegel as "the source of the need for philosophy."~~~ As mod­
ernity awakens to consciousness of itself, a need for self-reas­
surance arises. which Hegel understands as a need for 
philosoplw. He sees philosophy confronted with the task of 
grasping ils own time - and for him that means the modern 
age - in thought. Hegel is convinced that he cannot possibly 
obtain philosophv's concept of itself independently of the 
philosophical concept of modernity. 

Hegel sees the modern age as marked universally by a struc­
ture of self-relation that he calls subjectivity: "The principle of 
the modern world is freedom of subjectivity, the principle that 
all the essential factors present in the intellectual whole arc 
now coming into their right in the course of their develop­
ment."111 ·when Hegel delineates the physiognomy of the new 
age (or of the modern world), he elucidates "subjectivity" by 
means of ''freedom" and "reflection": ''The greatness of our 
time rests in the fact that freedom, the peculiar possession of 
mind wherei)V it is at home with itself in itself, is recognized."

31 
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In this context, the term "subjectivity" carries primarily four 
connDtations: (a) individualism: in the modern world, singularity 
particularized without limit can make good its pretensions; 32 

(b) the right to criticism: the principle of the modern world 
requires that what anyone is to recognize shall reveal itself to 
him as something entitled to recognition; 33 (c) autonomy of ac­
tion: our responsibility for what we do is a characteristic of 
modern times;:14 (d) finally, idealistic philosophy itself: Hegel con­
siders it the work of modern times that philosophy grasps the 
self-conscious (or self-knowing) Idea. 35 

The key historical events in establishing the principle of 
sul~jectivity are the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the 
French Revolution. With Luther, religious faith became reflec­
tive; the world of the divine was changed in the solitude of 
subjectivity into something posited by ourselves. 36 Against faith 
in the authority of preaching and tradition, Protestantism as­
serted the authority of the subject relying upon his own insight: 
The host was simply dough, the relics of the saints mere 
bonesY Then, too, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
the Napoleonic Code validated the principle of freedom of will 
against historically preexisting law as the substantive basis of 
the state: "Right and [social] morality came to be looked upon 
as having their foundation in the actually present will of man, 
whereas formerly it was referred only to the command of God 
enjoined ab extra, written in the Old and New Testament, or 
appearing in the form of particular right ... in old parch­
ments, as pTivilegia, or in international compacts."3" 

Furthermore, the principle of subjectivity determines the 
forms of modern culture. This holds true first of all for objec­
tifying science, which disenchants nature at the same time that 
it liberates the knowing subject: "Thus, all miracles were dis­
allowed: for nature is a now system of known and recognized 
laws; man is at home in it, and only that remains standing in 
which he is at home; he is free through the acquaintance he 
has gained with nature."1'1 The moml concepts of modern times 
follow from the recognition of the subjective freedom of in­
dividuals. On the one hand, they arc founded upon the right 
of individuals to perceive what they are supposed to do as 
valid; and on the other hand, they are founded on the demand 
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that each person may pursue the ends of his particular welfare 
only in harmony with the welfare of everyone else. The sub­
jective will gains autonomy under universal laws; but "only in 
the will as su~jective can freedom or the implicit principle of 
the will be actual."40 Modern art reveals its essence in Roman­
ticism; and absolute inwardness determines the form and con­
tent of Romantic art. The divine irony coneptualized by 
Friedrich Schlegel mirrors the self-experience of a decentered 
self "for which all bonds are broken, and which only will en­
dure to live in the bliss of self-enjoyment."41 Expressive self­
realization becomes the principle of art appearing as a form of 
life: "But according to the principle before us, I live as artist 
when all my action and utterance ... is for me only on the 
level of mere semblance, and assumes a shape which is wholly 
in my power."4 ~ Reality attains the status of artistic expression 
only through the subjective refraction of the sensitive soul -
it is "a mere appearance due to the 1."43 

In modernity, therefore, religious life, state, and society as 
well as science, morality, and art are transformed into just so 
many embodiments of the principle of subjectivity. 44 Its struc­
ture is grasped as such in philosophy, namely, as abstract sub­
jectivity in Descartes's "cogito ergo sum" and in the form of 
absolute self-consciousness in Kant. It is the structure of a self­
relating, knowing subject, which bends back upon itself as ob­
ject, in order to grasp itself as in a mirror image - literally in 
a "speculative" way. Kant carried out this approach of the 
philosophy of reflection in his three "Critiques"; he installed 
reason in the supreme seat of judgment before which anything 
that made a claim to validity had to be justified. 

Along with an analysis of the foundations of knowledge, The 
Critique of Pure Reason also takes on the task of a critique of the 
misuse of our cognitive faculties which are designed to deal 
with appearances~ In the place <;f the substantialist notion of 
reason of the metaphysical tradition, Kant puts the concept of 
a reason that divides up into its moments, the unity of which 
now has only a formal character. He separates the faculties of 
practical reason and of judgment from that of theoretical 
knowledge, and he places each of them on its own foundation. 
In thus grounding the possibility of objective knowledge, moral 
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insight, and aesthetic evaluation, critical reason not only assures 
itself of its mvn subjective capacity, not only makes perspicuous 
the architectonic of reason, but also takes over the role of a 
supreme judge, even in relation to culture. As Emil Lask will 
later put it, philosophy delimits from one another the cultural 
spheres of value - science and technology, law and morality, 
art and art criticism - under exclusively formal viewpoints, 
and it legitimates thern within these limits. 1' 

By the end of the eighteenth century, science, morality, and 
art were even institutionally differentiated as realms of activity 
in >vhich questions of truth, of justice, and of taste were auton­
omously elaborated, that is, each under its own specific aspect 
of validity. And these .ljJheres ofkrwwing were separated off from 
the spheres of belief, on the one hand, and from those of both 
legally organized and everyday life, on the other. Here we 
recognize precisely those spheres that Hegel later conceives of 
as expressions of the principle of subjectivity. Because tran­
scendental reflection -in which the same principle of su~jec­
tivity appears without any covering, so to speak - assumed a 
judicial competence in relation to those spheres, Hegel sees the 
essence of the modern world gathered into its focal point in 
Kantian philosophy. 

IV 

Expressing the modern world in an edifice of thought means 
of course only reflecting the essential features of the age as in 
a mirror- which is not the same as conceiving [begreifen] it. 
From a retrospective point of view, Hegel can understand 
Kant's philosophy as the standard (or authoritative) self-inter­
pretation of modernity; he thinks he sees what also remains 
unconceptualized in this most highly reflective expression of 
the age: Kant does not perceive as diremptions the differen­
tiations within reason, the formal divisions within culture, and 
in general the fissures among all those spheres. Hence he 
ignores the need for unification that emerges with the sepa­
rations evoked by the principle of subjectivity. Such a need is 
forced on philosophy as soon as modernity conceives itself 
historically, in other words, as soon as it becomes conscious of 
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the dissolution of the exemplary past, and of the necessity of 
creating all that is normative out of itself, as a historical prob­
lem. Then, that is to say, the question arises as to whether the 
principle of subjectivity and the structure of self-consciousness 
residing in it suffice as the source of nonnative orientations­
whether they suffice not only for "providing foundations" for 
science, morality, and art in general but also for stabilizing a 
historical formation that has been set loose from all historical 
obligations. The question now is whether one can obtain from 
subjectivity and self-consciousness criteria that are taken from 
the modern world and are at the same time fit for orienting 
oneself within it- and this also means fit for the critique of a 
modernity that is at variance with itself. How can an intrinsic 
ideal form be constructed from the spirit of modernity, one 
that neither just imitates the historical forms of modernity nor 
is imposed upon them from the outside? 

If the question is posed in this way, subjectivity proves to be 
a one-sided principle. It docs possess, to be sure, an unexampled 
power to bring about the formation [Bildung] of subjective 
freedom and reflection and to undermine religion, which 
heretofore had appeared as an absolutely unifying force. But 
the principle of subjectivity is not powerful enough to regen­
erate the unifying power of religion in the medium of reason. 
The Enlightenment's proud culture of reflection has divided 
itself off from religion "and ... established it alongside itself or 
itself alongside it."-lli The demotion of religion leads to a split 
between faith and knowledge which the Enlightenment cannot 
overcome by its own power. For this reason, the latter appears 
in the Phenomenology ofJVIind under the title of a world of spirit 
in self-estrangement.l7 "The further the culture advances and 
the more manifold becomes the development of the expres­
sions of life within which the diremption can entwine itself, 
the greater becomes the power of diremption ... and the more 
meaningless and alien to the whole of culture become the 
strivings of life (once sublimated in religion) to again give birth 
to itself in harmony."-lH 

This statement is taken from a polemic against Reinhold, the 
so-called DifTerenzschrift of 1801, in which Hegel conceives the 
sundered harmonv of life as the practical challenge to and the ' ' , 
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need for, philosophy.4 '' That the consciousness of time has 
stepped out of the totality, that the spirit has estranged itself, 
is for Hegel an axiomatic presupposition of contemporary phi­
losophizing. He treats the concept of the absolute (which was 
taken over from Schelling to begin with) as a further presup­
position under which alone philosophy can resume its business. 
With it, philosophy can make sure of its goal from the outset 
- the goal of exhibiting, reason as the power of unification. 
Reason indeed is supposed to overcome the state of diremption 
into which the principle of subjectivity has plunged both reason 
itself and "the entire system of living conditions." With his own 
critique, which is directed immediately at the philosophical 
systems of Kant and Fichte, Hegel wants at the same time to 
engage the self-understanding of modernity that is expressed 
in them. By criticizing the philosophical oppositions - nature 
and spirit, sensibility and understanding, understanding and 
reason, theoretical and practical reason, judgment and imagi­
nation, I and non-I, finite and infinite, knowledge and faith­
he wants to respond to the crisis of the diremption of life itself. 
Otherwise philosophical critique could not hold out the pros­
pect of satisfying the need by which it is objectively called forth. 
The critique of subjective idealism is at the same time a critique 
of modernity; only in this way can the latter secure its concept 
and thereby assure its own stability. In carrying out this project, 
critique can and should make use of no instrument other than 
that reflection which it encounters as the purest expression of 
the principle of modern times. 50 If modernity is to ground 
itself, Hegel has to develop the critical concept of modernity 
through a dialectic residing in the principle of the Enlighten­
ment itself. 

We shall see how Hegel carries out this program and, in 
doing so, becomes ensnared in the following dilemma: Once 
he has carried through the dialectic of the Enlightenment, the 
very impulse toward a critique of the present age, which first 
set the whole project in motion, is exhausted. We shall have to 
show first of all what lies hidden in that "vestibule of philoso­
phy" in which Hegel accommodates "the presupposition of the 
absolute." The motives for a philosophy of unification can be 
traced back to crisis experiences of the young Hegel. They 
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stand behind the conviction that reason must be brought for­
ward as the reconciling power against the positive elements of 
an age torn asunder. The mythopoetic version of a reconcili­
ation of modernity which Hegel first shared with Holderlin 
and Schelling still remained tied to models from the past -
from primitive Christianity and from ancient times. Only in 
the course of the Jena period, with his own concept of absolute 
knowledge, does Hegel secure a position that allows him to go 
beyond the products of the Enlightenment - Romantic art, 
rational religion, and bourgeois society - without being ori­
ented to alien models. With this concept of the absolute, Hegel 
regresses back behind the intuitions of his youthful period. He 
conceives the overcoming of subjectivity within the boundaries 
of a philosophy of the subject. In the end, this gives rise to a 
dilemma: Hegel has ultimately to deny to the self-understand­
ing of modernity the possibility of a critique of modernity. The 
critique of a subjectivity puffed up into an absolute power 
ironically turns into a reproach of the philosopher against the 
limitation of subjects who have not yet understood either him 
or the course of history. 

II 

Hegel's Concept of Modernity 

I 

In 1802, when Hegel dealt with the systems of Kant, .Jacobi, 
and Fichte from the standpoint of the antithesis between faith 
and knowledge, his aim was to burst the philosophy of subjec­
tivity from within; nevertheless he did not proceed in a rigor­
ously immanent fashion. He was tacitly relving on a diagnosis 
of the Age of Enlightenment; this alone entitled him to pre­
suppose the absolute - that is, to pose reason (in a way dif­
ferent from the philosophy of reflection) as the power of 
unijz'cation: 

Civilization has raised this latest era [!] so far abm'e the ancient 
antithesis of ... philosophv and positive religion, that this opposition 
of faith and knowledge has ... now been transferred into the field 
of philosophv itself .... The question arises. however, whether vic­
torious Reason has not suffered the same fate that the barbarous 
nations in their victorious strength ha\ e usuallv suff'crecl at the hands 
of civilized nations that \\eaklv succumbed to them. As rulers the 
barbarians mav have held the ,upper hand outwarcllv. but thev sur­
rendered to the defeated spiritually. Enlightened Reason won a glo­
rious victory over what it believed, in its limited conception of 
religion, to be faith as opposed to Reason. Yet seen in this dear light 
the victory comes to no more than this: the positive element with 
which Reason busied itself to do battle. is no longer religion, and 
\'ictorious Reason is no longer Reason. 1 

Hegel was convinced that the age of the Enlightenment cul­
minating in Kant and Ficlne had erected merelv an idol in 
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reason. lt had falsely put understanding [Verstand] or reflection 
in place of reason [Vernunfl] and thus elevated something finite 
to the status of an absolute. The infinite element of the phi­
losophy of reflection was in truth merely posited by the un­
derstanding, a rational element that exhausts itself in the 
negation of the finite: "In that the understanding fixes it, it 
posits [the infinite] as absolutely opposed to the finite: and 
reflection, which had elevated itself to Reason in that it sublated 
the finite, has again degraded itself to the understanding in 
fixing the activity of reason in opposition. Moreover, it now 
makes the pretension of being rational even in this relapse."~ 
However, as the unqualified talk about "relapse" shows, Hegel 
surreptitiously slips in here ~what he is attempting to demon­
strate: He ought hrst to demonstrate, and not simply to jnesup­
pose, that a kind of reason which is more than an absolutized 
understanding can convincingly reunify the antitheses that rea­
son hn lo unfold discursively. What encourage Hegel to pre­
suppose an absolute power of unification, therefore, arc not so 
much arguments as biographical experiences- namely, those 
crisis experiences of contemporary history that he gathered 
and worked through in Tiibingen, Bern, and Frankfurt and 
then brought along with him to Jena. 

As we know, Hegel and his voung contemporaries in the 
Tiibingen seminary were partisans of the freedom movements 
of their dav. Thev lived immediatelv in the tensions of the . . / 

religious Enlightenment and engaged in debate especially with 
the brand of Protestant Orthodoxy represented by the theo­
logian Gottlieb Christian Storr. Philosophically, they took their 
bearings from the Kant ian view of morality and religion; po­
liticallv, from the ideas set loose bv the French Revolution. In 
this u;ntext, the strictlv regiment~d order of life in the semi­
nary also set them oft< "The theologv of Storr, the rule of the 
seminary, and the constitution of the government that lent its 
protection to both of the former, seemed to be worth a revo­
lution to most [of the seminarians]."' \Nithin the framework of 
the theological studies that Hegel and Schelling were pursuing 
at the time, this rebellious impulse took the restrained form of 
a reformative proclivitY for primitin~ Christianity. The inten­
tion thev attributed to Jesus- "introducing morality into the 
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religious life of his people"4 - was made their own. Thus, they 
turned against both the party of the Enlightenment and that 
of Orthodoxy. Both sides made use of the historical-critical 
tools of biblical exegesis, though they pursued contrary goals 
-that is, either to justify the religion of reason, as it had been 
called since Lessing, or to defend strict Lutheran doctrines 
against it. Orthodoxy had gone on the defensive and had to 
make use of the critical methods of its opponents. 5 

Hegel's position stands at odds with both these fronts. With 
Kant, he treats religion as "the power to act upon and to 
establish the rights which reason has bcstowed."6 But the idea 
of God can only attain such power when religion penetrates 
the spirit and morals of a jJeople, when it is present in the 
institutions of the state and in the practices of the society, when 
it makes the modes of thought and the motivations of people 
sensitive to the commands of practical reason and imprints 
them upon their minds. Religion can give practical efficacy to 
reason only as an element of public life. Hegel takes his inspi­
ration from Rousseau when he sets up three requirements for 
genuine popular religion [Volksreligion]: "Their doctrines must 
be grounded on universal reason. Imagination, heart, sensibil­
ity must not go away empty. They must be so constituted that 
the public actions of the government are joined to all needs of 
life." 7 Unmistakable, too, are the resonances with the cult of 
reason from the days of the French Revoluton. This vision 
explains the twofold line of attack in the theological writings 
of the young Hegel: against Orthodoxy and against the religion 
of reason. They both appeared to be complementary and one­
sided products of a dynamism of the Enlightenment that ulti­
mately strove to get beyond the confines of the Enlightenment. 

As it seemed to the young Hegel, a positivity of ethical life was 
the signature of the age. Hegel applied the term "positive" to 
religions that are based on authority alone and that do not 
incorporate the value of human beings into their morality. H 

"Positive" applies to prescriptions according to which the faith­
ful are supposed to be able to earn God's benevolence through 
works instead of moral action; to the hope for compensation 
in the beyond; to the divorce of a doctrine in the hands of a 
few from the life and possession of all; to the detachment of 
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priestly knowledge from the fetishized belief of the masses, as 
well as to the detour that supposedly leads to morality only by 
way of the authority and miraculous deeds of one person; to 
the assurances and threats aimed at the sheer legality of action; 
finally, and above all, the separation of private religion from 
public life is "positive." 

If all this is characteristic of the positive faith defended by 
the Orthodox party, the philosophical party ought to have an 
easy game of it. The latter insists on the principle that religion 
has nothing positive about it at all but is authorized by universal 
human reason in such a way that "each and every person 
understands and feels its bindingness, if they become clearly 
aware of it."9 But Hegel contends against the enlighteners that 
the pure religion of reason is no less an abstraction than the 
fetishized beliefs, for it is incapable of interesting the heart 
and of having an influence upon feelings and needs. It, too, 
comes down to a private religion because it is cut off from the 
institutions of public life and arouses no enthusiasm. Only if 
the religion of reason were to present itself in public in cele­
brations and cults, only if it connected up with myths and 
addressed the heart and the imagination, could it, as religiously 
mediated morality, "be woven into the entire fabric of state." 10 

The reason in religion gains an o~jective shape only under the 
conditions of political freedom- "the popular religion which 
engenders and nourishes great convictions goes hand in hand 
with freedom." 11 

For these reasons, the Enlightenment is only the obverse side 
of Orthodoxy. Just as the latter adheres to the positivity of 
doctrine, so the former does to the objectivity of rational com­
mands; both employ the same means of biblical criticism; both 
solidify the condition of diremption and are equally incapable 
of shaping religion into the ethical totality of an entire nation 
and of inspiring a life of political freedom. The religion of 
reason proceeds, like the positive religion, from something 
antithetical - "from something that we are not and that we 
ought to be." 12 

Hegel also criticizes the same sort of diremption in connec­
tion with the political conditions and governmental institutions 
of his day - especially in connection with the rule of the city 
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government of Bern over vVaadtland, the constitution of the 
magistracy of Wtirttemberg, and the constitution of the Ger­
man Empire.u Just as the living spirit of primitive Christianity 
had vanished from the religion (become positive) of contem­
porary Orthodoxy, so too in the political sphere "these laws 
have lost their former life and so [too] the vitality of the present 
day has not known how to concentrate itsclfinlaws." 1 ~ Juridical 
and political forms rigidified into positivity turned into an alien 
force. In these years around 1800, Hegel made a case for the 
\Trdict that both- religion and state- had degenerated into 
sheer mechanisms, into a clockwork, into a machine. 1' 

These, then, are the motives stemming from contemporary 
history that moved Hegel to project reason, in an a priori 
fashion, as a force that not only differentiates and breaks apart 
the system of life-conditions, but also reunites them again. In 
the conflict between Orthodoxy and Enlightenment, the prin­
ciple of subjectivity engenders positivity, which, however, calls 
forth the objective need for its own overcoming. Before Hegel 
can carry out this dialectic of enlightenment, he at least has to 
demonstrate how the elimination of the positivity is to be ex­
plained from the same principle that is responsible for it. 

II 

In his early writings, Hegel operates with the reconciling power 
of a reason that cannot be derived without any discontinuity 
from subjectivity. 

He always emphasizes the authoritarian side of self-con­
sciousness when he has in mind the division brought about by 
reflection. The modern manifestations of the "positive" un­
mask the principle of subjectivity as one of domination. So it 
is that the positivity of contemporary religion -which is pro­
voked by the Enlightenment at the same time as it is strength­
ened by it- and the positivism of morality in general represent 
the "need of the times" - and "in need, either man is made 
an object and is oppressed or else must make nature an object 
and oppress it." 16 This repressive character of reason is uni­
versally grounded in the structure of self-relationship, that is, 
in the relationship of a subject that makes itself an object. To 
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be sure, Christianity had already rid itself of some of the pos­
itivity of the Jewish faith; Protestantism had already rid itself 
of some of the positivity of the Catholic faith. But even in the 
Kantian philosophy of morality and religion, an element of 
positivity turns up again- this time as the enlightened element 
of reason itself. In this connection, Hegel sees the difference 
between the "'wild l\Ioguls," who arc subject to blind authority, 
and the children of modernity, who only obey their duty, not 
in the difference between slavery and freedom, but only in the 

fact 

that the former has his lord outside himself, while the latter carried 
his lord inside himself, yet at the same time is his own slave: For the 
particular - impulses, .inclinations, pathological love, sensuous ex­
perience. or whatever else it is called - the universal is necessarily 
and alwavs something alien and objective. There remains a residuum 
of indestructible positivity which finally shocks us because the content 
\\·hich the universal demand of duty acquires, a specific duty, contains 
the contradiction of being restricted and universal at the same time 
and makes the most stubborn claims for its onesidedness. 17 

In the same essay on the "Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate," 
Hegel works out the concept of a reconciling reason, which 
does eradicate positivity in more than a pro forma way. Just 
how this reason makes itself felt by subjects as a power of 
unification, he explains, for example, in connection with the 
model of punishment experienced as fate. 1H Hegel now calls a 
social condition in which all members receive their due and 
satisfy their needs without injuring the interests of others, 
"ethical" lsilllich] in contrast to "moral" [moralisch]. A criminal 
who disturbs such ethical relationships by encroaching upon 
and oppressing the life of another experiences the power of 
the life alienated by his deed as a hostile fate. He must perceive 
as the historical necessity of fate what is actually only the re­
actin: force of a life that has been suppressed and separated 
off. This force causes the one at fault to suffer until he rec­
ognizes in the annihilation of the life of the other the lack in 
his own self, and in the act of repudiating another's life the 
estrangement from himself. In this causality of fate the rup­
tured bond of the ethical totality is brought to consciousness. 
This clirempted totality can become reconciled only when there 
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arises from the experience of the negativity of divided life a 
longing for the life that has been lost - and when this expe­
rience forces those involved to recognize the denial of their 
own nature in the split-off existence of the other. Then both 
parties see through their hardened positions in relation to one 
another as the result of detachment, of abstraction from their 
common life-context- and in this context they recognize the 
basis of their existence. 

Hegel, therefore, contrasts the abstract laws of morality with 
the totally different lawfulness of a concrete context of guilt 
that comes about through the division of a presupposed ethical 
totality. But these proceedings of a just fate cannot be derived 
from the principle of subjectivity by way of the concept of an 
autonomous will, as can the laws of practical reason. The dy­
namism of hlte results instead from the disruption of the con­
ditions of symmetry and of the reciprocal dependencies of an 
intersubjectively constituted life-context, where one part iso­
lates itself and hence also alienates all other parts from itself 
and their common life. This act of tearing loose from an in­
tersu~jectively shared lifeworld is what first generates a subject­
object relationship. It is introduced as an alien clement, or at 
least subsequently, into relationships that by nature follow the 
structure of mutual understanding among subjects - and not 
the logic of an objectification by a subject. Even the "positive 
element" thereby takes on a different significance. The abso­
lutizing elevation of something conditioned to the status of the 
unconditional is traced back no longer to an overblown su~jec­
tivity that overextends its claims, but rather to an alienated 
subjectivity that has broken with the common life. And the 
repression that results from this goes back to the disturbance 
of an intersubjective equilibrium, instead of to the subjugation 
of a subject transformed into an object. 

Hegel cannot obtain the aspect of reconciliation - that is, 
the reestablishment of the disintegrated totality - from self­
consciousness or the reflective relationship of the knowing sub­
ject to itself. By having recourse to the intersubjectivity of 
relationships based on mutual understanding, he fails to 
achieve the goal essential to the self-grounding of modernity: 
thinking the positive clement in such a way that it can be 
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overcome by the same principle from which it proceeds -

precisely by subjectivity. 
This outcome is not so astonishing when one considers that 

the young Hegel elucidated the conditions of life that had 
congealed to positivity by evoking the correspondence of his 
own present day to the decadent era of Hellenism. He mir­
rored his own present in an epoch characterized by the break­
down of classical models. For the fateful reconciliation of 
modernity in its state of disintegration, he thus presupposed 
an ethical totality that did not grow from the soil of modernity 
but was borrowed from the idealized past of the primitive Chris­
tian communal religiosity and the Greek polis. 

Against the authoritarian embodiments of a subject-centered 
reason, Hegel summons the unifying power of an intersubjec­
tivity that appears under the titles of "love" and "life." The 
place of the reflective relationship between subject and object 
is taken by a (in the· broadest sense) communicative mediation 
of subjects. The living spirit is the medium that founds a com­
munality of the sort that one subject can know itself to be one 
with another subject while still remaining itself. The isolation 
of subjects then sets in motion the dynamism of a disrupted 
communication whose inherent telos is the reestablishment of 
the ethical relationship. This way of construing things might 
have given impetus to a communication-theoretic retrieval and 
transformation of the reflective concept of reason developed 
in the philosophy of the subject. Hegel did not take this path, 19 

because up to this point he had developed the idea of an ethical 
totality along the guidelines of a popular religion in which 
communicative reason assumed the idealized form of historical 
communities, such as the primitive Christian community and 
the Greek polis. As popular religion, it is bound up with the 
ideal features of these classical epochs, not only by way of 
illustration but indissolubly. 

The modern age, however, had attained its self-conscious­
ness by way of a refiection that prohibited any systematic re­
course to such exemplary pasts. As was to be gleaned from the 
conflict between Jacobi and Kant and from Fichte's reaction 
thereto, the opposition of faith and knowledge was displaced 
into philosophy itself. Hegel starts off his essay on the issue 
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with just this consideration. It forces him to part with the idea 
that positive religion and reason could be reconciled by way of 
a reformative renewal of the spirit of primitive Christianity. 
During the same period, Hegel became familiar with political 
economy. Here, too, he had to see that the capitalist form of 
economic commerce had produced a modern society which, 
under the traditional name of "civil society," represented a 
completely novel reality, incomparable with the classical forms 
of the societas civilis or the polis. Despite certain continuities 
with the tradition of Roman Law, Hegel could not appeal to 
the social condition of the declining Roman Empire for a com­
parison with the commerce under civil law proper to modern 
"civil society." Hence, the foil against which the late Roman 
Empire was first perceived as an instance of decline- that is, 
the vaunted political freedom of the Athenian city-state- also 
lost its character as a model for the modern age. In short, the 
ethical quality of the polis and of primitive Christianity, how­
ever powerfully interpreted, could no longer supply the crite­
rion for what was to be demanded of a modernity divided 
within itself. 

This may be the reason \vhy Hegel did not pursue any fur­
ther the traces of communicative reason that are clearly to be 
found in his early vvritings; and why, in his Jena period, he 
developed a concept of the absolute that allowed him to break 
away from the Christian-ancient models, while remaining 
within the bounds of a philosophy of the subject- at the cost, 
to be sure, of a different dilemma. 

III 

Before I sketch the philosophical solution for the self-ground­
ing of modernity that Hegel offered, it would make sense to 
glance backwards at the oldest 5)stemprogmmm, which was 
passed down in his handwriting and which conveys the com­
mon conviction of the friends gathered in Frankfurt- Hcild­
erlin, Schelling, and HegeF0 - for here an additional element 
is brought into plav: art as a power of reconciliation indicative 
of the future. The religion of reason is supposed to deliver 
itself up to art in order to be shaped into popular religion. The 
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monotheism of reason and of the heart is supposed to J0111 

itself to the polytheism of the imagination and to fashion a 
mythology in the service of ideas: "Before we make the ideas 
aesthetical, i.e. mythological, they have no interest for the jJeo­
ple; and on the other hand, before mythology is rational, the 
philosopher must be ashamed of it."~ 1 The ethical totality, 
which suppresses no power and makes possible the equal de­
velopment of every power, will be inspired by a religion 
founded poetically. The sensibility of this mythopoetry can 
then take hold of both the people at large and the philosopher, 
to the same extent.~~ 

This program recalls Schiller's Ideas Concerning the Aesthetic 
liducation of Humankind of I 794;~:1 it guided Schelling during 
the elaboration of his System of Transcendental I deal ism of 1800; 
and it occupied H<)lderlin's thought until the end.~4 However, 
Hegel begins to doubt the aesthetic utopia almost immediately. 
In the Dif!'erenzschrift of 1801 he no longer gives it any chance 
whatsoever, because in the formation of the self-estranged 
spirit, "the deeper, serious reference of living art" could no 
longer get consideration.~-, In Jena the poetry of early Roman­
ticism was springing up right before Hegel's eyes, as it were. 
He recognized immediately that romantic art was congenial to 
the spirit of the age - in its subjectivism, the spirit of mod­
ernitv was expressed. But as a poetry of diremption it was 
hardly called to be the "schoolmistress of mankind"; it did not 
lead to the son of religion of an by which Hegel, together with 
Hiilderlin and Schelling, had sworn in Frankfurt. Philosophy 
could not subordinate itself to it. Rather, philosophy had to 
understand itself as the place where reason, as the absolute 
power of unification, entered upon the scene. And since this 
had assumed the form of a philosophy of reflection in Kant 
and Fichte, Hegel, following in the footsteps of Schelling to 

begin with, had to try to develop a notion of reason starting 
from the philosophv of reflection that is from the relation of 
the subject to itself - a notion' with \\:hich he might work 
through his experience of crisis and carry out his critique of a 
divided modernity. 

The point of the intuitions from the days of his youth that 
Hegel wanted to conceptualize was that in the modern world 
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emancipation became transformed into unfreedom because the 
unshackling power of reflection had become autonomous and 
now achieved unification only through the violence of a sub­
jugating subjectivity. The modern world suffered from false 
identities because in day-to-day life as well as in philosophy it 
posited as absolute something that was conditioned. The dog­
matism of Kantian philosophy matched the positivity of faith and 
of political institutions, and a bifurcated ethical life in general. 
It absolutized the self-consciousness of intelligent human 
beings, which gave to the manifold of a world falling apart 
"objective coherence and support, substantiality, multiplicity, 
even actuality and possibility - an o~jective determinacy that 
men look to and project."~(; And what holds true for the unity 
of the su~jective and the objective in knowledge, holds equally 
true for the identity of the finite and the infinite, of the indi­
vidual and the universal, of freedom and necessity in religion, 
state, and morality; all these are false identities - "the unifi­
cation is a violent one; the one subsumes the other under itself 
... [T]he identity which should be absolute is incomplete."27 

The demand for an unforced identity, the need for a unifi­
cation other than the merely positive one fixed in relations of 
force, was for Hegel, as we have seen, confirmed by vivid 
experiences of crisis. If the true identity is in turn supposed to 
be developed from the approach of the philosophy of reflec­
tion, reason does have to be thought of as the relation-to-itself 
of a subject, but now as a reflection that does not merely impose 
itself upon another as the absolute power of su~jectivity; rather, 
it finds its existence and movement in nothing else but resisting 
all absolutizing, that is, in doing away again with every positive 
clement that it brings forth. In place of the abstract antithesis 
of finite and infinite, therefore, Hegel puts the absolute self­
relation of a su~ject that attains self-consciousness from its own 
substance and has its unity within itself as the difference be­
tween the finite and the infinite. As against Holderlin and 
Schelling, this absolute subject should not precede the world 
process either as being or as intellectual intuition; rather, it 
constitutes itself only in the process of the relating of finite and 
infinite to one another and, hence, in the consuming activity 
of coming-to-itself. The absolute comes to be neither as sub-
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stance nor as subject; it is apprehended only as the mediating 
process of a relation-to-self that produces itself free from con­
ditions.~H This figure of thought, peculiar to Hegel, uses the 
means of the philosophy of the subject for the purpose of 
overcoming a subject-centered reason. By means of it, the ma­
ture Hegel can convict modernity of its offences without having 
recourse to anything other than the principle of subjectivity 
immanent within it. His aesthetics provides a suggestive ex­
ample of this. 

The Frankfurt friends were not alone in setting their hopes 
on the reconciling power of art. For just as before in France, 
so now in Germany the problem of the self-grounding of mod­
ernity came to consciousness in the battle concerning the nor­
mative status of classical art. H. R. Jauss has shown~9 how 
Friedrich Schlegel and Friedrich Schiller (in their works "On 
the Study of Greek Philosophy" (1797) and "On Naive and 
Sentimental Poetry" ( 1796)) brought into currency the prob­
lematic of the French querelle, elaborated the special character 
of modern poetry, and took a position on the dilemma that 
arose out of the need to bring the normativity of ancient art 
(recognized by classicists) into harmony with the superiority of 
modernity. The two authors describe the differences in style 
in a similar manner - as an opposition between natural and 
artificial cultivation, between the naive and the sentimental. 
They oppose modern art as an act of freedom and of reflection 
to the classical imitation of nature. Schlegel enlarges the bound­
aries of the beautiful even to the extent of referring to an 
aesthetics of the ugly that makes room for the piquant and the 
adventurous, the striking and the novel, the shocking and the 
loathsome. But whereas Schlegel hesitates to part unambigu­
ously with the classical ideal of art, Schiller produces a ranking 
of antiquity and modernity on the basis of a philosophy of 
history. The perfection of naive poetry has indeed become 
unattainable Jor the reflective poet of modernity; but instead 
of this, modern art strives for the ideal of a mediated unity with 
nature - and this is to be "infinitely preferred" to the goal 
that ancient art reached through the beauty of imitated nature. 

Schiller had conceptualized the reflective art of Romanticism 
even before it came into being. Hegel had it right before his 
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eyes when he integrated Schiller's interpretation of modern art 
through the philosophy of history into his concept of the ab­
solute spirit. :lo In art in general the spirit is said to catch sight 
of itself as the simultaneous occurrence of self-externalization 
and return-to-self. Art is the sensuous form in which the ab­
solute is grasped intuitive(y, whereas religion and philosophy 
afford higher forms in which the absolute already represents 
[ vorstellt] and conai·ues [ begreijt] itself. Art therefore discovers 
an inner limit in the sensible character of its medium and finally 
points beyond the boundaries of its mode of presentation to 
the absolute. There is an "after" of art.:" From this perspective, 
Hegel can displace that ideal of art which, according to Schiller, 
modern art can only strive for but not attain, into a sphere 
beyond art where it can be realized as Idea; but then he has 
to interpret the art of his clay as a stage at which, with the 
romantic form of art, art itself disintegrates. 

In this manner, the aesthetic conflict between the ancients 
and the moderns finds an elegant resolution: Romanticism is 
the "completion" [Vollendung] of art - both in the sense of a 
subjectivistic disintegration of art into reflection and in the 
sense of a reflective penetration of a form of presentation of 
the absolute still tied down to the symbolic. Thus, the question 
mockingly posed again and again since Hegel - "whether 
[therefore J such productions in general are still to be called 
works of art":l~ - can be answered with an intentional ambiv­
alence. As a matter of fact, modern art is decadent, but pre­
cisely on this account it has also advanced along the path 
toward absolute knowledge, whereas classical art maintains its 
normativity and yet has quite rightly been superseded: "The 
classical art form has attained the pinnacle of what illustration 
by art could achieve; "33 nevertheless, the reflection on the lim­
itation of the sphere of art as such- a limitation that emerged 
so visibly in the disintegrative tenclpncies of Romanticism -
lacks the naivete of the classical form. 

Hegel takes his leave of the Christian religion in accord with 
the same model. The parallels between the disintegrative ten­
dencies of art and of religion are clear. Religion reached its 
absolute inwardness in Protestantism; finally, in the epoch of 
the Enlightenment, it divided itself off from worldly conscious-
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ness: "It no longer gives our age any concern that it knows 
nothing of God; on the contrary, it is regarded as a mark of 
the highest intelligence to hold that such knowledge is not even 
possible.":ll Just as in art, so also in religion, reflection has 
broken in; substantive faith has collapsed either into indiffer­
ence or into hypocritical sentimentality. Philosophy salvages the 
content of faith from this atheism by destroying the religious 
frnrn. Philosophy has no content other than religion, but inas­
much as it transforms this content into conceptual knowledge, 
"'nothing is [any longer] justified by faith.":l~ 

If we pause now for a moment and look back at the course 
of our thought, it seems that Hegel has reached his goal with 
this concept of an absolute that overpowers every absolutization 
and retains as unconditional only the infinite processing of the 
relation-to-self that swallows up everything finite within itself. 
Hegel can conceive modernity in terms of its own principle. 
And in doing this, he establishes philosophy as the power of 
unification that overcomes all the positivities that have issued 
from reflection itself - and thereby heals the modern mani­
festations of disintegration. But this sleek impression is 
deceiving. 

If, that is to say, one compares what Hegel had in mind 
earlier in his idea of a popular religion with what is left over 
after the sublation of art into religion and of faith into philos­
ophy, one understands the resignation that comes over Hegel 
at the end of his philosophy of religion. What philosophical 
reason is capable of accomplishing is at best a partial reconcil­
iation, without the external universality of the kind of public 
religion that was supposed to make the people rational and 
philosophy sensible. Instead, the people find themselves aban­
doned more than ever by their now philosophical priests: "In 
this respect, philosophy is an isolated sanctuary," as he puts it 
at this point, "and its ministers form an isolated order of 
priests, [who] are untroubled by how it goes with the world. 
However the temporal, empirical present may find its way out 
of its estrangement, however it may form itself is to be left to 
it and is not an immediate practical affair and concern of 
philosophy.":>!; 

~ 
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The dialectic of enlightenment, once it had attained its goal, 
had exhausted the impulse toward a critique of the age that 
originally set it in motion. This negative result can be seen even 
more clearly in the construction of the "sublation" of civil 
society in the state. 

IV 

In the Aristotelian tradition, the old European concept of pol­
itics as a sphere encompassing state and society was carried on 
without interruption into the nineteenth century. On this view, 
the economy of "the entire household," a subsistence economy 
based on agrarian and handicraft production and expanded 
through local markets, forms the foundation for a comprehen­
sive political order. Social stratification and differential partic­
ipation in (or exclusion from) political power go hand in hand 
- the constitution of political authority integrates the society 
as a whole. This conceptual framework no longer fits modern 
societies, in which the commodity exchange (organized under 
civil law) of the capitalist economy has detached itself from the 
order of political rule. Through the media of exchange value 
and power, two systems of action that are functionally comple­
mentary have been differentiated out. The social system has 
been separated from the political, a depoliticized economic 
society has been separated from a bureaucratized state. This 
development has put too great a strain upon the classical doc­
trine of politics. Since the end of the eighteenth century, it has 
split apart into a social theory grounded in political economy 
on the one hand and a theory of the state inspired by modern 
natural right on the other. 

Hegel stands in the middle of this scientific development. 
He is the first to bring to expression a conceptual framework 
that is even terminologically adequate to modern society, in 
that he separates the political sphere of the state from "civil 
society." He integrates, as it were, the opposition between mod­
ernity and antiquity found in the theory of art into the theory 
of society. "In civil society each member is his own end, every­
thing else is nothing to him. But except in contact with others 
he cannot attain the whole compass of his ends, and therefore 



3H 

Lecture II 

these others are means to the end of the particular member. 
A particular end, however, assumes the form of universality 
through this relation to other people, and it is attained in the 
simultaneous attainment of the welfare of others.":n Hegel 
describes market commerce as an ethically neutralized realm 
for the strategic pursuit of private, "selfish" interests, whereby 
this realm grounds a "system of complete interdependence." 
Under this description, civil society has to appear as an "ethical 
life split into its extremes and lost," as "an ally of destruction.":lH 
On the other hand, civil society, "the creation of the modern 
world,":l9 finds its legitimation in the emancipation of the in­
dividual to formal freedom: Unfettering the arbitrariness of 
needs and of labor is a necessary moment along the way "in 
order to educate subjectivity in its particularity."40 

Although the term "civil society" comes up only in the late 
Hegel, in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel had already worked out 
this new concept in his Jena period. In the essay "On the 
Scientific Mode of Treating Natural Right" (1802), he takes up 
the topic of political economy in order to analyze "the system 
of universal and reciprocal depedendency in relation to phys­
ical needs and to the labor and the accumulation for these" as 
a "system of property and right."41 Already here he confronts 
the problem of how civil society can be conceived not just as a 
sfJhere of the disintegration of the substantively ethical dimension, 
but at the same time, in its negativity, as a necessary moment 
within the ethical dimension. Hegel begins with the fact that the 
ancient ideal of the state cannot be restored under the condi­
tions of modern, depoliticized society. On the other hand, he 
steadfastly maintains the idea of the kind of ethical totality that 
he first dealt with under the name of popular religion. He thus 
has to mediate the ethical ideal of the ancients, in the respect 
in which it is superior to the individualism of the modern age, 
with the realities of social modernity. With the differentiation 
between state and society - which Hegel in essence already 
anticipated at that time - he takes his leave of restorative 
political philosophy as well as of rational natural right. Whereas 
the former does not get beyond ideas of the substantively 
ethical dimension, and conceives of the state as an enlarged 
family relationship, individualistic natural right does not even 
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raise itself up to the idea of the ethical and identifies the 
emergency state and rational state with the private-law rela­
tionships proper to civil society. The peculiar character of the 
modern state first comes into view, however, when the principle 
of civil society is conceived as a principle of marketlike - and 
that means nonstatelike - association. For "the principle of 
modern states has prodigious strength and depth because it 
allows the principle of subjectivity to progress to its culmination 
in the extreme of self-subsistent personal particularity, and yet 
at the same time brings it back to the substantive unity and so 
maintains this unity in the principle of subjectivity itself."4 ~ 

This formulation depicts the problem of the mediation of 
stale and society; but it also makes clear enough the tenden­
tious solution Hegel suggests. In itself it is not evident that the 
sphere of the ethical - which is comprised of family, society, 
the formation of political will, and the governmental apparatus, 
taken altogether - should concentrate itself, that is, come into 
its own, only in the stale (or, strictly speaking, in the regime and 
in its monarchical pinnacle). To begin with, Hegel can do no 
more than make plausible both that and why antagonisms 
erupt in the system of needs and of labor, antagonisms that 
cannot be taken care of by the self-regulation of civil society 
alone. This he explains in quite an up-to-date way, in terms of 
"a great mass of humanity sinking below the standard of a 
certain level of subsistence ... , which brings along with it the 
greater facility with which disproportionate wealth is concen­
trated in a few hands once again."4 :

1 From this there results the 
functional necessity for an antagonistic society to be embeclclecl 
within a sphere of the ethical. This universal - which is, to 
begin with, merely demanded - has the twofold form of an 
ethical absolute that includes societv within itself as one of its 
moments and a "positive universal" that is distinguished from 
society in order to head off its tendencies toward self-destruc­
tion and at the same time to preserve the results of emanci­
pation. Hegel thinks of this positive element as the state; he 
solves the problem of mediation by the sublation of society in 
the constitutional monarchv. 

/ 

This solution is cogent, howeyer, only under the presuppo-
sition of an absolute that is conceiYed on the model of the 



40 
Lecture I I 

relation-to-self of a knowing subject. 44 Already in the Jena 
RealjJhilosophie the figure of self-consciousness moved Hegel to 
think of the ethical whole as "the unity of individuality and 
universality."4° For a subject that is related to itself in knowing 
itself encounters itself both as a universal subject, which stands 
over against the world as the totality of possible objects, and at 
the same time as an individual I, which appears in this world 
as a particular entity. If the absolute is then thought of as 
infinite subjectivity that is eternally giving birth to objectivity 
in order to raise itself out of its ashes into the glory of absolute 
knowledge,4 (' then the moments of the universal and the indi­
vidual can be thought of as unified only in the framework of 
monological self-knowledge: In the concrete universal, the sub­
ject as universal maintains a primacy over the sul~ject as incli­
vidual. For the sphere of the ethical, the outcome of this logic 
is the primacy of the higher-level subjectivity a{ the state over the 
subjective freedom of the individual. Dieter Henrich has called 
this the "emphatic institutionalism" of the Hegelian philosophy 
of right: "The individual will, which Hegel calls subjective, is 
totally bound to the institutional order and only justified at all 
to the extent that the institutions are one with it."47 

A different model for the mediation of the universal and 
the individual is provided by the higlzer-lez,el intenubjectivity of 
(ll/ unwerced formation o{ will within a communication commu­
nity existing under constraints toward cooperation: In the uni­
versality of an uncoerced consensus arrived at among free and 
equal persons, individuals retain a court of appeal that can be 
called upon even against particular forms of institutional con­
cretization of the common will. As we have seen, in Hegel's 
vouthful writings the option of explicating the ethical totality 
as a communicative reason embodied in intersubjective life­
contexts was still open. Along this line, a democratic self-or­
ganization of society could have taken the place of the mon­
archical apparatus of state. Bv wav of contrast, the logic of a 
subject conceiving itself make~ the/ institutionalism of a strong 

- -

state necessary. 
But when the "state" of the PlzilosojJhy of Right gets elevated 

to the ··re<dit v of the substantive will, to something rational in 
and for itsed," this has the consequence (already {)erceived as 
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provocative by Hegel's contemporaries) that political move­
ments that press beyond the boundaries drawn by philosophy 
offend against reason itself. Just as the philosophy of religion 
dismisses in the end the unsatisfied religious needs of the peo­
ple,4H so too the philosophy of state withdraws from an unsa­
tisfied political reality. The demand for democratic self­
determination- announced so energetically in the July Rev­
olution in Paris and registered so carefully in the Electoral 
Reform Bill of the English Parliament - evokes an even 
shriller "note of discord" in the ears of Hegel. This time Hegel 
is so disturbed by the discrepancy between reason and the 
historical present that in his writing "On the English Reform 
Bill," he frankly sides with the Restoration. 

v 

Hegel had hardly conceptualized the diremption of modernity 
before the unrest and movement of modernity was ready to 
explode this concept. The reason for this is that he could carry 
out his critique of subjectivity only within the framework of 
the philosophy of the subject. Where the power of division is 
supposed to be at work only so that the absolute can demon­
strate itself as the power of unification, there are no longer 
any "false" positivities, but only divisions that can also claim a 
relative right. An "emphatic" institutionalism guided Hegel's 
pen when, in the preface to the Philosophy of Right, he declared 
the real to be rational. Certainly, in the previous lectures from 
the winter semester of 1819/20, we find the weaker formula­
tion: "What is rational becomes real, and what is real becomes 
rational."49 But even this statement only opens up space for a 
predecidcd, prejudged present. 

Let us recall the problem with which we started. An unprec­
edented modernity, open to the future, anxious for novelty, 
can only fashion its criteria out of itself. The only source of 
normativity that presents itself is the principle of subjectivity 
from which the very time-consciousness of modernity arose. 
The philosophy of reflection, which issues from the basic fact 
of self-consciousness, conceptualizes this principle. Naturally, 
the negative aspect of a self-sufficient su~jectivity that is posited 
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absolutely is also disclosed to the faculty of reflection applied 
to itself. Hence, the rationality of the understanding, which 
modernity knows as its possession and recognizes as its only 
source of obligation, has to be expanded into reason, following 
in the tracks of the dialectic of enlightenment. But as absolute 
knowledge, reason assumes a form so overwhelming that it not 
only solves the initial problem of a self-reassurance of modern­
ity, but solves it too well. The question about the genuine self­
understanding of modernity gets lost in reason's ironic laugh­
ter. For reason has now taken over the place of fate and knows 
that every event of essential significance has already been de­
cided. Thus, Hegel's philosophy satisfies the need of modernity 
for self-grounding only at the cost of devaluing present-day 
reality and blunting critique. In the end, philosophy removes 
all importance from its own present age, destroys interest in 
it, and deprives it of the calling to self-critical renewal. The 
problems of the age lose the rank of being provocations be­
cause philosophy, perched at the height of its time, has taken 
away its significance. 

In 1802 Hegel introduced the Critical journal of Philosophy 
with an essay "On the Essence of Philosophical Criticism." In 
it he distinguishes two kinds of criticism. One is directed against 
the false positivities of the age; it understands itself as a maieu­
tic of repressed life that pushes out of rigid forms: "If critique 
does not allow the work and the deed to be valid as the figure 
of the idea, still it will not deny the quest; thereby the properly 
scientific interest [~] in stripping away the husk which keeps 
the inner striving from seeing the light of day." 50 In this we 
recognize without difficulty the critique practiced by the young 
Hegel on the positive forces of religion and of the state. Hegel 
directs another kind of critique against the subjective idealism of 
Kant and Fichte. Of them it is true to say "that the idea of 
philosophy has been more clearly recognized, but that subjec­
tivity has striven to guard itself against philosophy to the de­
gree that it becomes necessary to save itself."" 1 Here it is a 
question of discovering and laying bare a limited subjectivity 
which closes itself off to a better insight that has long since 
been objectively accessible. The Hegel of the PhilosofJhy of Right 
regards critique as justified only in this second version. 

J 
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Philosophy cannot instruct the vvorld about how it ought to 
be; only reality as it is is reflected in its concepts. It is no longer 
aimed critically against reality, but against obscure abstractions 
shoved between subjective consciousness and an ol~jective rea­
son. After the spirit "executed a sudden jerk" in modernity. 
after it also found a way out of the aporias of modernity and 
not only entered into reality but became objective in it, Hegel 
sees philosophy absolved of the task of confronting with its 
concept the decadent existence of social and political life. This 
blunting of critique corresponds to a devaluation of actuality, from 
which the servants of philosophy turn away. Modernity as 
brought to its concept permits a stoic retreat from it. 

Hegel is not the first philosopher to belong to the modern 
age, but he is the first for whom modernity became a problem. 
In his theory the constellation among modernity, time-con­
sciousness, and rationality becomes visible for the first time. 
Hegel himself explodes this constellation, because a rationality 
puffed up into the absolute spirit neutralizes the conditions 
under which modernity attained a consciousness of itself. Thus, 
Hegel did not settle the problem of modernity's self-reassur­
ance. As a consequence, in the period after Hegel, only those 
who grasp reason in a more modest fashion have any options 
at all in dealing with this problem. 

Using a reduced concept of reason, the Young Hegelians 
hold fast to Hegel's project; they want to conceive and to 

criticize a modernity divided within itself by way of a different 
dialectic of enlightenment. And they are only one of several 
parties. The other two parties involved in the debate over the 
correct understanding of modernity attempt to dissolve the 
internal connections between modernity, time-consciousness, 
and rationality; by the same token, they cannot escape the 
conceptual constraints of this constellation. The party of Nco­
conservatives stemming from right Hegelianism yields uncrit­
ically to the rampaging dynamism of social modernity, 
inasmuch as it trivializes the modern consciousness of time and 
prunes reason back into understanding and rationality back 
into purposive rationality. Aside from a scientistically indepen­
dent science, cultural modernity loses any normative character 
for it. The party of Young Conservatives stemming from 
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Nietzsche outdoes the dialectical critique of the age, inasmuch 
as it radicalizes the modern consciousness of time and unmasks 
reason as absolute purposive rationality, as a form of deper­
sonalized exercise of power. At the same time, it owes to the 
aesthetically independent avant-garcle those unacknowledged 
norms before which neither cultural nor social modernity can 
stand up. 

j 

Excursus on Schiller's "Letters on 
the Aesthetic Education of Man" 

Schiller's "Letters," which were published in 1795 in Horen, 
and on which he had labored since the summer of 1793, con­
stitute the first programmatic work toward an aesthetic critique 
of modernity. It anticipates the Frankfurt vision of the Tiib­
ingen friends [Schelling, Hegel, and Hc.>lderlin] inasmuch as it 
carries out its analysis of a modernity divided within itself using 
the concepts of Kant's philosophy and sketches out an aesthetic 
utopia that attributes to art a virtually social-revolutionary role. 
Art is supposed to become effective in place of religion as the 
unifying power, because it is understood to be a "form of 
communication" that enters into the intersubjective relation­
ships between people. Schiller conceives of art as a communi­
cative reason that will be realized in the "aesthetic state" of the 
future. 

In the second letter Schiller asks himself the question 
whether it is not unreasonable to let beauty take precedence 
over freedom, "when the affairs of the moral world provide 
an interest that is so much keener, and the spirit of philosophic 
enquiry is, through the circumstances of time, so vigorously 
challenged to concern itself with the most perfect of all works 
of art, the building up of true political freedom?" 1 

The formulation of the question already suggests the answer: 
art itself is the medium for the education [Bildung] of the 
human race to true political freedom. This self-formative pro­
cess is related not to the individual but to the collective life­
context of the people as a whole: "Totality of character must 
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therefore be found in a people that is capable and worthy of 
exchanging the State of need for the State of freedom" (p. 34). 
If art is to be able to fulfill its historic task of reconciling a 
modernity at variance with itself, it must not merely impinge 
on individuals, but rather transform the forms of life that 
individuals share. Hence, Schiller stresses the communicative, 
community-building and solidarity-giving force of art, which is 
to say, its public character. The point of his analysis of the present 
is that in the modern conditions of life, particular forces could 
be differentiated and developed only at the cost of the frag­
mentation of the totality. 

Once again the competition of the new 'vith the old affords 
the starting point for a critical self-reflection on the part of 
modernity. Even Greek poetry and art "split up human nature 
and scattered its magnified elements abroad among the glo­
rious assembly of the gods, but not by tearing it in pieces, 
rather by combining it in varying ways; for the whole of hu­
manity was never lacking in any single god. How completely 
different it is with us moderns! With us too the image of the 
race is scattered on an amplified scale among individuals -
but in a fragmentary way, not in different combinations, so 
that you have to go the rounds from individual to individual 
in order to gather the totality of the human race" (p. 38). 
Schiller criticizes bourgeois society as a "system of egoism." His 
choice of words reminds us of the early Marx. The mechanism 
of an ingenious clockwork furnishes the model for both the 
rcificd economic process, which cuts off labor from enjoyment, 
means from ends, and effort from reward (p. 40), and also the 
increasingly autonomous apparatus of state, which alienates its 
citizens, "classifying" them as objects of administration, "sub­
sumed under laws they receive coldly." In the same breath in 
which he criticizes ali~natcd labor ~nd bureaucracy, Schiller 
turns against an intellectualized and overspecialized science, 
removed from everyday problems: 

While the speculative spirit strove after imperishable possessions in 
the realm of ideas, it had to become a stranger in the material world, 
and relinquish matter for the sake of form. The business spirit, 
confirmed in a monotonous cycle of objects, and inside these still 
further restricted by formulas, was forced to sec the freedom of the 
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whole snatched from under its eyes, and at the same time to become 
impoverished in its own sphere .... Hence, the abstract thinker very 
often has a cold heart, since he analyzes the impressions that really 
affect the soul only as a whole; the man of business has very often a 
narrow heart, bec;mse his imagination, confined within the monoto­
nous circle of his profession, cannot expand to unbmiliar modes of 
representation. (pp. 42-43) · 

To be sure, Schiller regards these phenomena of alienation 
only as the unavoidable byproducts of advances that the race 
could not have achieved in any other way. Schiller shares the 
confidence of the critical philosophy of history; he makes usc 
of teleological figures of thought without even the qualifica­
tions laid down in lKant's] transcendental philosophy: "Only 
by individual powers in Man becoming isolated and arrogating 
to themselves an exclusive right of legislation, do they come 
into conflict with the truth of things and compel popular opin­
ion, which ordinarily rests with indolent satisfaction upon out­
ward appearance, to penetrate the depth of ol~jects" (p. 43). 
Just as the business spirit becomes autonomous within the 
sphere of society, so too docs the speculative spirit in the realm 
of the mind. Two contrary modes of legislation are formed in 
society and in philosophy. And this abstract opposition between 
sense and understanding, between the material impulse and 
the formal impulse, exposes enlightened subjects to a twofold 
compulsion: the physical compulsion of nature and the moral 
compulsion of freedom, both of which become all the more 
intensely felt the more uninhibitedly subjects seek to master 
nature (outer nature as well as their own inner natures). As a 
result, the spontaneous and dynamic state, and the rational 
and ethical state, are alien to one another; they cmwcrge only 
in the effect of suppressing common seme- for "the dynamic 
state can only make socictv possible, by curbing ='Jature through 
Nature; the ethical State can onlv make it [morallv] ncccssarv, 

' ' ' 
bv sul~jecting the indiYidual to the general will" (pp. 137-138). 

For this reason, the realization of reason presents itself to 
Schiller as the resunection o{ a disintegrated common sense; it can 
emerge from neither nature nor freedom alone, but solely 
from a formati\e process that has to strip away the contingency 
of external nature from the physical character of nature, and 
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the freedom of the will from the moral character of freedom, 
in order to put an end to the conflict between the two modes 
of legislation (pp. 30-31 ). The medium for this formative pro­
cess is art, for it arouses a "middle disposition, in which our 
nature is constrained neither physically nor morally and yet is 
active both ways" (p. 99). Whereas modernity becomes ever 
more deeply entangled, as reason advances, in the conflict 
between the unleashed system of needs and the abstract prin­
ciples of morality, art can "confer on" this dichotomized totality 
a ''social character" because it shares in both legislations: "In 
the middle of the awful realm of powers, and of the sacred 
realm of laws, the aesthetic creative impulse is building una­
wares a thirdjoyous realm of play and of appearance, in which 
it releases man from all the shackles of circumstance and frees 
him from everything that may be called constraint, whether 
physical or moral" (pp. 137-138). 

With this aesthetic utopia, which remained a point of ori­
entation for Hegel and Marx, as well as for the Hegelian Marx­
ist tradition down to Luk{lcs and Marcuse,~ Schiller conceived 
of art as the genuine embodiment of a communicative reason. 
Of course, Kant's Critique ofjudgment also provided an entry 
for a speculative Idealism that could not rest content with the 
Kantian differentiations between understanding and sense, 
freedom and necessity, mind and nature, because it perceived 
in precisely these distinctions the expression of dichotomies 
inherent in modern life-conditions. But the mediating power 
of reflective judgment served Schelling and Hegel as the bridge 
to an intellectual intuition that was to assure itself of absolute 
identity. Schiller was more modest. He held on to the restricted 
significance of aesthetic judgment in order to make use of it 
for a philosophy of history. He thereby tacitly mixed the Kan­
tian with the traditional concept of judgment, which in the 
Aristotelian tradition (down to Hannah Arenclt1) never com­
pletely lost its connection with the political concept of common 
sense. So he could conceive of art as primarily a form of 
communication and assign to it the task of bringing about 
"harmony in society": "All other forrr1s of communication di­
vide societv, because they relate exclusively either to the private 
sensibilitv or to the private skillfulness of its individual mem-
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bers, that is, to what distinguishes between one man and an­
other; only the communication of the Beautiful unites society, 
because it relates to what is common to them all" (p. 138). 

Schiller then specifies the ideal form of intersubjectivity in 
relation to the foils of isolation and mass existence, the two 
opposite deformations of intersubjectivity. People who hide 
themselves like troglodytes in caves are robbed in their priva­
tized mode of living of relationships to society as something 
objective outside themselves; while people who move about 
nomadically in great hordes miss in their externalized existence 
the possibility of finding themselves. Schiller finds the right 
balance between these equally identity-threatening extremes of 
alienation and fusion in a romantic picture: The aesthetically 
reconciled society would have to form a structure of commu­
nication "where [each] dwells quietly in his own hut, commun­
ing with himself and, as soon as he issues from it, with the 
whole race" (p. 124). 

Schiller's aesthetic utopia is, however, not aimed at an aesth­
eticization of living conditions, but at revolutionizing the con­
ditions of mutual understanding. Over against the dissolution 
of art into life - which the Surrealists later programmatically 
called for, and the Dadaists and their descendants tried pro­
vocatively to achieve - Schiller clings to the autonomy of the 
pure appearance. Indeed, he expects of the joy in aesthetic 
appearance a "total revolution" of "the whole mode of percep­
tion." But the appearance remains a purely aesthetic one only 
as long as it forgoes all support from reality. Herbert Marcuse 
later specified the relationship between art and revolution in a 
manner similar to Schiller. Since society is reproduced not just 
in the consciousness of people, but also in their senses, the 
emancipation of consciousness must be rooted in the emanci­
pation of the senses - "the repressive familiarity with the 
world of given objects" must "be dissolved." Still, art should 
not achieve the surrealist imperative; it should not pass over 
desublimatedly into life: "An end to art is imaginable only if 
people are no longer capable of distinguishing between true 
and false, good and evil, beautiful and ugly. That would be the 
state of complete barbarism at the high point of civilization."4 

The late Marcuse repeats Schiller's warning against an unme-
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diated aestheticization of life: Aesthetic appearance develops 
reconciling force only as appearance - "only so long as he 
conscientiously abstains, in theory, from affirming the existence 
of it, and renounces all attempts, in practice, to bestow exis­
tence by means of it" (p. 128). 

Behind this warning is concealed already in Schiller the idea 
of the independent logics of the value spheres of science, mo­
rality, and art, an idea that would later be worked out ener­
getically by Emil Lask and Max Weber. These spheres are, as 
it were, "freed"; they "rejoice in an absolute immunity from 
human lawlessness [Willkur]. The political legislator can enclose 
their territory, but he cannot govern within it" (p. 5] ). If, 
without any regard for the intrinsic meaning of the cultural 
sphere, one were to break open the vessels of aesthetic ap­
pearance, the contents would have to melt away- there could 
be no liberating effect from desublimated sense and destruc­
tured form. For Schiller an aestheticization of the lifeworld is 
legitimate only in the sense that art operates as a catalyst, as a 
form of communication, as a medium within which separated 
moments are rejoined into an uncoerced totality. The social 
character of the beautiful and of taste are to be confirmed 
solely by the fact that art "leads" everything dissociated in 
modernity - the system of unleashed needs, the bureaucra­
tized state, the abstractions of rational morality and science for 
experts- "out under the open sky of common sense" (p. 139). 

III 

Three Perspectives: Left 
Hegelians, Right Hegelians, 
and Nietzsche 

I 

Hegel inaugurated the discourse of modernity. He introduced 
the theme - the self-critical reassurance of modernity. He 
established the rules within which the theme can be varied -
the dialectic of enlightenment. By elevating contemporary his­
tory to the rank of philosophy, he put the eternal in touch with 
the transitory, the atemporal with what is actually going on. 
He thereby transformed the character of philosophy in a way 
that was hitherto unheard of. He intended anything but a 
break with the philosophical tradition; this only came to con­
sciousness with the next generation. 

In 1841 Arnold Ruge wrote in the Deutsche] ahrbucher: 

In the earliest stage of its historical development, Hegelian philoso­
phy already manifests a character essentially different from all pre­
vious systems. This philosophy, which was the first to proclaim that 
philosophy is nothing else than the thought [Gedankr] of its age, is 
also the first to recognize itself as this thought of its age. What earlier 
philosophies were uiKonsciously and only abstractly, it is consciously 
and concretely. Hence, it could well be said of the former that they 
were only thoughts and remained so; but the latter, the Hegelian, 
portrays itself as the thought which cannot remain such but ... has 
to become deed. In this sense, Hegelian philosophy is the philosophy 
of revolution, and the last of all philosophies in general. (p. 594) 

The discourse of modernity, which we are still conducting 
clown to our own day, is also marked by the consciousness that 
philosophy is over, no matter whether this is perceived as a 
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productive challenge or only as a provocation. Marx wanted to 

overcome philosophy in order to realize it. During the same 
period, Moses Hess published a book bearing the title The Last 
Philosophers. Bruno Bauer spoke about the "catastrophe of me­
taphysics" and was convinced "that philosophical literature can 
be regarded as forever closed and finished." To be sure, the 
destruction or overcoming of metaphysics by Nietzsche and 
Heidegger meant something other than the sublation [Aufhe­
bung] of metaphysics, and the farewell to philosophy by Witt­
genstein and Adorno meant something other than the 
realization of philosophy. And yet these attitudes point back to 
the break with tradition (Karl Lowith) that occurred when the 
spirit of the age gained ascendancy over philosophy, when the 
modern consciousness of time exploded the form of philosoph­
ical thought. 

Kant had already contrasted a "worldly concept" of philos­
ophy with the "academic concept" of philosophy as the system 
of rational knowledge. He had related the "worldly concept" 
to what is "necessarily of interest" to everyone. But Hegel was 
the first to merge a worldly concept of philosophy incorporat­
ing a diagnosis of the times together with its academic concept. 
One might also recognize the change in the general situation 
of philosophy in the way that the paths of academic and worldly 
philosophy go their separate ways after Hegel's death. Aca­
demic philosophy, established as a specialty, is developed along­
side a worldly philosophical literature whose place can no 
longer be clearly defined in institutional terms. From now on, 
academic philosophy has to contend with dismissed privatdoz­
ents,journalists, and private literary men like Feuerbach, Ruge, 
Marx, Bauer, and Kierkegaard - as well as with a Nietzsche, 
who gave up his Basel professorship. Inside the university, it 
cedes the task of a theoretical self-understanding of modernity 
to the political and social scientists as well as to ethnology. 
Moreover, names like Darwin and Freud and trends like pos­
itivism, historicism, and pragmatism testify to the fact that in 
the nineteenth century physics, biology, psychology, and the 
historical sciences set loose motifs that for the first time influ­
enced the consciousness of the age without the mediation of 
philosophy. 1 
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This situation only changed in the twenties of our own cen­
tury. Heidegger brought the discourse of modernity into a 
genuinely philosophical movement of thought once again -
surely the title Being and Time signals this, too. Something sim­
ilar holds true of the Hegelian Marxists - Lukacs, Horkhei­
mer, Adorno- who, with the help of Max Weber, translated 
Capital back into a theory of reification and reestablished the 
interrupted connection between economics and philosophy. 
Philosophy also acquired competency for a diagnosis of the 
times by way of the critique of science that leads from the late 
Husser! via Bachelard to Foucault. But is this still the same 
philosophy that here, as with Hegel, overcomes its differentia­
tion into academic and worldly concepts? No matter what name 
it appears under now - whether as fundamental ontology, as 
critique, as negative dialectics, deconstruction, or genealogy­
these pseudonyms are by no means disguises under which the 
traditional form of philosophy lies hidden; the drapery of 
philosophical concepts more likely serves as the cloak for a 
scantily concealed end of philosophy. 

Today the situation of consciousness still remains the one 
brought about by the Young Hegelians when they distanced 
themselves from Hegel and philosophy in general. And the 
triumphant gestures of mutually surpassing one another, in 
which we gladly overlook the fact that we remain contempor­
aries of the Young Hegelians, have also been in currency since 
then. Hegel inaugurated the discourse of modernity; the 
Young Hegelians permanently established it, that is, they freed 
the idea of a critique nourished on the spirit of modernity 
from the burden of the Hegelian concept of reason. 

We have seen how Hegel, with his emphatic concept of reality 
as the unity of essence and existence, shoved aside just that 
element which had to matter most to the modern consciousness 
- the transitory aspect of the moment, pregnant with mean­
ing, in which the problems of an onrushing future are tangled 
in knots. The old Hegel omitted precisely the actuality of con­
temporary history, out of which the need for philosophy was 
supposed to arise, from the construction of the essential or 
rational course of events - it became the "accidental," "tran­
sient," "insignificant," "fleeting," "stunted" existence of a "bad 
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infinity." Against this concept of a rational reality that is raised 
up above the facticity, contingency, and actuality of sudden 
events and oncoming developments, the Young Hegelians (in 
the wake of Schelling's late philosophy and of Immanuel Her­
mann Fichte's late Idealism) make a plea for the importance of 
existence. Feuerbach insists on the sensuous existence of internal 
and external nature: Sensitivity and passion testify to the pres­
ence of one's own body and to the resistance of the material 
world. Kierkegaard adheres tenaciously to the historical existence 
of the individual: The authenticity of his existence is confirmed 
in the concreteness and irreplaceability of an absolutely inward, 
irrevocable decision of infinite interest. Finally, Marx insists on 
the material being of the economic foundations of our common 
life: The productive activity and cooperation of socialized in­
dividuals are the medium for the historical process of the self­
generation of the species. Feuerbach, Kierkegaard, and Marx 
thus protest against the false mediations, carried out in the 
realm of mere thought, between subjective and objective na­
ture, between subjective and objective spirit, between objective 
spirit and absolute knowledge. They insist on the desublirnation 
of a spirit that merely draws the real oppositions emerging at 
a given time into the suction of an absolute relation-to-self, so 
as to de-actualize them, to transpose them into the mode of 
the shadowy self-transparency of a remembered past - and 
to strip them of all seriousness. 

At the same time, the Young Hegelians adhere steadfastly 
to the basic figure of Hegelian thought. They pilfer from the 
Hegelian Enc)'rlopedia the now available wealth of structures in 
order to make Hegel's gains in differentiation fruitful for rad­
ically historical thinking. This thinking lends absolute relevance 
to the most relative element, that is, the historical moment, 
without surrendering to the relativism of a scepticism soon to 
be revived in historicist terms. Karl Lowith, who has described 
the formation of the new discourse with a certain love-hate, 2 

thinks the Young Hegelians deliver themselves over to histor­
ical thinking in an unphilosophical way: "To want to be oriented 
by history while standing in its midst would be like wanting to 
hold on to the waves during a shipwreck.":> Of course, one has 
to read this critical characterization correctly: Certainly the 
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Young Hegelians wanted to get their present-open-to-the-fu­
ture out from under the dictates of a reason that always knows 
better; they wanted to win back history as a dimension that 
makes elbow room for critique in order to respond to the crisis. 
But they could only hope to gain orientation in action if they 
did not sacrifice contemporary history to historicism and if 
they left modernity with a distinctive tie to rationality. 4 

The other features of this discourse can also be explained on 
the premise that suprasubjective and mutually intermeshing 
processes of learning and unlearning are interwoven in the 
course of historical events - in addition to radically historical 
thought, such features as the critique of subject-centered rea­
son, the exposed position of intellectuals, and the responsibility 
for historical continuity or discontinuity. 

II 

The parties that have contended about the correct self-under­
standing of modernity since the days of the Young Hegelians 
all agree on one point: that a far-reaching process of self­
illusion was connected with the learning processes conceptual­
ized in the eighteenth century as "enlightenment." Agreement 
also exists about the fact that the authoritarian traits of a nar­
row-minded enlightenment arc embedded in the principle of 
self-consciousness or of subjectivity. That is to say, the self­
relating sul~jcctivity purchases self-consciousness only at the 
price of o~jectivating internal and external nature. Because the 
subject has to relate itself constantly to objects both internally 
and externally in its knowing and acting, it renders itself at 
once opaque and dependent in the very acts that arc supposed 
to secure self-knowledge and autonomy. This limitation, built 
into the structure of the relation-to-self, remains unconscious 
in the process of becoming conscious. From this springs the 
tendency toward self-glorification and illusionment, that is, to­
ward absolutizing a given level of reflection and emancipation. 

In the discourse of modernity, the accusers raise an objection 
that has not substantially changed from Hegel and Marx down 
to Nietzsche and Heideggcr, from Baraillc and Lacan to Fou­
cault and Dcrrida. The accusation is aimed against a reason 
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grounded in the principle of subjectivity. And it states that this 
reason denounces and undermines all unconcealed forms of 
suppression and exploitation, of degradation and alienation, 
only to set up in their place the unassailable domination of 
rationality. Because this regime of a subjectivity puffed up into 
a false absolute transforms the means of consciousness-raising 
and emancipation into just so many instruments of objectifi­
cation and control, it fashions for itself an uncanny immunity 
in the form of a thoroughly concealed domination. The opacity 
of the iron cage of a reason that has become positive disappears 
as if in the glittering brightness of a completely transparent 
crystal palace. All parties are united on this point: These glassy 
facades have to shatter. They arc, to be sure, distinguished by 
the strategies they elect for overcoming the positivism of 

reason. 
Left Hegrlian critique, turned toward the practical and 

aroused for revolution, aimed at mobilizing the historically 
accumulated potential of reason (awaiting release) against its 
mutilation, against the one-sided rationalization of the bour­
geois world. The Right Hegrlians followed Hegel in the convic­
tion that the substance of state and religion would compensate 
for the restlessness of bourgeois society, as soon as the subjec­
tivity of the revolutionarY consciousness that incited restless-

• I 

ness yielded to objective insight into the rationality of the status 
quo. Since the absolutely posited rationality of the understand­
ing [\ler.1lrmd] was summed up in the fanaticism of socialistic 
ideas, the metacritical insight of the philosophers had now to 
be established against these false critics. Finally, Nietzsche 
wanted to unmask the dramaturgy of the entire stage-piece in 
which both - lTvolutionary hope and the reaction to it -
enter on the scene. He removed the dialectical thorn from the 
critique of a reason centered in the su~ject and shriveled into 
purposive rationality; and he related to reason as a whole the 
way the Young He.gelians did to its sublimations: Reason is 
nothing else than power, than the will to power, which it so 
radiantlY C:onccals. 

The same battle lines arc formed witb respect to the role of 
intellectuals, who owe their exposed position to modernity's tie 
with reason. Like detectives on the trail of reason in history, j 
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the philosophers of modernity seek the blind spot where the 
unconscious nests in consciousness, where forgetting slips into 
memory, where regression is disguised as progress, and un­
learning as a learning process. United in their goal of enlight­
ening the Enlightenment about its narrow-mindedness, these 
three parties are indeed different in their evaluations of what 
intellectuals actually do. The critical critics see themselves in the 
role of an avant-garde that ventures out into the unknown 
terrain of the future and promotes the process of enlighten­
ment. At times they appear as outriders of aesthetic modern­
ism, at other times as political leaders influencing the 
consciousness of the masses, or in the shape of scattered and 
isolated individuals who leave behind their messages like letters 
in a bottle (Horkheimer and Adorno, for example, were think­
ing this way when they entrusted their Dialectic ofEnlightenment 
to a small emigre publisher at the end of the war). In contrast, 
the metacritics see in others, whoever they may be in any given 
instance, the intellectuals who are the source of the danger of 
a new priestly domination. Intellectuals undermine the au­
thority of strong institutions and simple traditions; and so they 
disturb the business of compensation which an uneasy mod­
ernity has to settle with itself, which a rationalized society has 
to conclude with the restraining forces of state and religion. 
The theory of the "New Class," which neoconservatives today 
advance against the subversive advocates of a supposedly hos­
tile culture, derives more from the logic of our discourse than 
from the facts of restratification in the postindustrial occupa­
tional system that are brought forth as proof. Finally, those 
who place themselves in the tradition of' the critique of reason 
practiced by Nietzsche criticize no less vehemently the betrayal by 
the intellectuals, that is, the crimes that avant-gardes, with their 
good consciences formed by the philosophy of history, have 
perpetrated in the name of universal human reason. But they 
do not except themselves from this distantiation; the projective 
element of the self-hatred of intellectuals is absent here. (So, 
for instance, I take the incisive observations of Foucault not as 
a denunciation but as a self-critical rejection of exaggerated 
claims. 5 ) 
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A third characteristic marks the discourse of modernity: Be­
cause history is experienced as a crisis-ridden process, the pres­
ent as a sudden critical branching, and the future as the 
pressure of unsolved problems, there arises an existentially 
sharpened consciousness of the danger of missed decisions and 
neglected interventions. There arises a perspective from which 
the present state of affairs sees itself called to account as the 
past of a future present. There arises the suggestion of a 
responsibility for the connection of one situation to the next, 
for the continuation of a process that has shed its naturelike 
spontaneity and refuses to hold out the promise of any taken­
for-granted continuity. It is not only the philosophers of the deed, 
for whom Moses Hess claimed the title of the "party of move­
ment," who were gripped by this nervous tension. It also 
gripped the "party of inertia" that pressed for sobriety, the 
party of those who, in the face of a virtually automatic mod­
ernization, shifted the burden of proof for any planned inter­
vention to the revolutionaries and movers, the reformers and 
changers.(' Of course, the attitudes of these parties toward 
continuity varied. The broad spectrum reached from Kautsky 
and the protagonists of the Second International, who saw in 
the unfolding of the forces of production a guarantee for the 
evolutionary transition from bourgeois society to socialism, to 
Karl Korsch, Walter Benjamin, and the Ultraleftists, who could 
only imagine the revolution as a leap out of the eternally re­
curring barbarism of prehistory, as an exploding of the con­
tinuity of all history. This attitude, inspired by the surrealist 
consciousness of time, has something in common with the an­
archism of those who, following Nietzsche, oppose the universal 
nexus of power and delusion by appealing to ecstatic sover­
eignty or forgotten Being, to bodily reflexes, local resistance, 
and the involuntary revolts of a deprived subjective nature. 

Briefly, the Young Hegelians took over from Hegel the 
theme of the self-reassurance of modernity; they set the rules 
of the controversy with the critique of an excessively subject­
centered reason, with the disputes about the exposed position 
of the intellectuals and the responsibility for the correct mea­
sure of revolution and historical continuity. Through their 
partisanship for philosophy's becoming practical, they pro-
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voked two opponents, who abided by the rules of the game 
and the themes. These opponents did not step outside the 
discourse in order to make wav for the authoritv of models 

' ' 
from the past; the old conservative recourse to religious or 
metaphysical truth no longer counted - everything that was 
"old European" was devalued. To the party of movement there 
responded a party of inertia, who wanted to retain only the 
dynamism of bourgeois society. They transformed the ten­
dency to preserve into a neoconservative assent to a mobiliza­
tion that was occurring anyway. With Nietzsche and the 
neomrnantirs, a third discourse partner entered the competition. 
This partner wanted to pull the rug out from under the radi­
cals and the neoconservatives alike. This party struck the sub­
jective genitive from the phrase "critique of reason" by taking 
critique out of the hands of reason, which the other two parties 
wanted to hold on to. Thus one outdoes the other. 

It might occur to us now to distance ourselves from this 
discourse as a whole, to declare this nineteenth-century pro­
duction obsolete. There is no lack of such attempts on our part 
to outdo the game of mutually outdoing. They are easily rec­
ognizable by a prefix, by the neologisms formed with the prefix 
"post." Even on methodological grounds I do not believe that 
we can distantiate Occidental rationalism, under the hard gaze 
of a fictive ethnology of the present, into an object of neutral 
contemplation and simply leap out of the discourse of mod­
ernity. So I would like to follow a more trivial path, taking up 
the ordinary perspective of a participant who is recalling the 
course of the argument in its rough features for the sake of 
searching out in each of the three positions their inherent 
difficulties. This path will not lead us out of the discourse of 
modernity, but it will perhaps allow its theme to be understood 
better. In order to do this, I shall have to put up with some 
drastic oversimplifications. Starting from Marx's critique of 
Hegel, I want to trace how the transformation of the concept 
of reflection ends up in the concept of production, how the 
replacement of "self-consciousness" by "labor" ends up in an 
aporia within Western Marxism. The metacritique of the Right 
Hegelians insists with good reason that the degree of system 
differentiation attained by modern societies cannot simply be 
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turned back. From this tradition there proceeds a neoconser­
vatism that, however, gets into difficulties when it is supposed 
to explain how the costs and instabilities of an automatic pro­
cess of modernization can be weighed and balanced. 

III The Continuation of the Hegelian Project in the 
Philosophy of Praxis 

vVe know from many documents just how the first railroads 
revolutionized the contemporary experience of space and time. 
The railway did not create the modern consciousness of time; 
but in the course of the nineteenth century, it literally became 
the \'chicle by which modern time-consciousness gripped the 
masses. The locomotive became the popular symbol of the 
dizzying mobilization of all life-conditions that was interpreted 
as progress. It was no longer only intellectual elites who ex­
perienced the release of the lifeworld from boundaries fixed 
by tradition; in the Communist Manifesto Marx could already 
appeal to everyday experience when he traced "the uninter­
rupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncer­
tair1ty and agitation" back to the "revolution in the modes of 
production and exchange": 

All fixed. fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and ven­
erable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones 
become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into 
air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face 
with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his 
kind. 7 

This formulation contains three important implications. 
(a) The direction of history can be read, prior to all philo­

sophical considerations, empirically as it were, in the movement 
of the flow of history: At the point where the mobilization and 
re·uolutionizing of life-conditions experience their greatest accel­
eration, modernization has advanced furthest. That the mod­
ern world has its center of gravity in the West, in France and 
especially in England, is a historical fact for Marx, who fastens 
upon this criterion of acceleration. He has a clear notion of 
the contemporaneous existence of noncontemporaneous con-
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ditions. He thinks that the German conditions of 1843 do not 
even reach the year 1789 according to the French calendar. 
German conditions are "below the level of history"; the political 
present is already found to be like a "dusty fact in the historical 
junk room of modern nations."H 

(b) When modern society develops a dynamism in which 
everything solid and constant melts into air, no matter what, 
that is, without the self-conscious intervention of acting sub­
jects, the character of "second nature," or the "positive" ele­
ment, changes as well. The perspective of the young Hegel is 
still that of the young Marx: The spell cast by the past over 
the present has to be broken; only in the communist future 
will the present rule over the pastY The positive element, how­
ever, no longer appears in the form of the fossilized and con­
tinuous; it requires a theoretical effort to uncover in the 
permanence of change the positivity of a compulsion to repe­
tition. A revolutionizing of all life-conditions, performed with­
out consciousness, is the illusion that conceals the tendencies 
toward a truly revolutionary movement. Only what has, since 
the start of the nineteenth century, been called a social movement 
can liberate mankind from the curse of movement dictated from 
without. Hence, Marx wants to trace "the more or less veiled 
civil war, raging within existing society, up to the point where 
that war breaks out into open revolution." 10 He already pos­
tulates a social movement long before this assumed a histori­
cally discernible shape in the European labor movement. 

(c) Behind both the forced mobility of external life-condi­
tions and the emancipatory impetus of social movements, there 
lies a conspicuous unleashing of productive forces- the "rapid 
improvement of all instruments of production, ... the im­
mensely facilitated means of communications."'' This explains 
the sobering character of the accelerated process of history -
the profaning of all that is holy. Because the acceleration of 
history ultimately goes back to the "progress of industry" -
which is almost hymnically celebrated in the Communist Mani­
fr:sto - the sphere of civil society takes the place reserved by 
the young Hegel of the theological and political writings for 
"the life of the people." In the eyes of the young Hegel, reli­
gious Orthodoxy and Enlightenment had become as isolated 
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from the life of the people as the political institutions of the 
declining German Empire. For Marx, society - "the modern 
political-social reality" - is the ground from which religious 
life, philosophy, and the bourgeois state have become detached 
as abstractions. The critique of religion carried out in the 
meantime by Feuerbach, David Friedrich Strauss, and Bruno 
Bauer holds good as the model for the critique of the bourgeois 

state. 
The positivism of self-alienated life is now also sealed by a 

philosophy of unification which, by its thought-construction of 
a sublation of civil society in the state, suggests that the rec­
onciliation has already been realized. Consequently, Marx con­
fronts Hegel's Philosophy of Right to show what the sublation of 
civil society would look like if it were to do justice to Hegel's 
own idea of an ethical totality. 12 Marx's point - which is no 
surprise to us today·_ is that the state (which attains its au­
thentic form in the parliamentary systems of the West and not 
in the Prussian monarchy) by no means embeds an antagonistic 
society in a sphere of ethical life; the state merely fulfills the 
functional imperatives of this society and is itself an expression 
of its ruptured ethical dimension.U 

This critique opens up a perspective on a type of self-orga­
nization of society that eliminates the split between the public 
and the private person and destroys both the fiction of the 
sovereignty of the citizen and the alienated existence of human 
beings subsumed "under the domination of inhuman condi­
tions": "Human emancipation will only be complete when the 
individual man has absorbed into himself the abstract citizen 
... , when he has recognized and organized his own powers 
(j(Jrces propres) as social powers, so that he no longer separates 
this social power from himself as political power." 14 This per­
spective has determined praxis philosophy's interpretation of 
modernity.'" Praxis philosophy is guided by the intuition that 
it still makes sense to try to realize the idea of an ethical totality 
even under the functional constraints set by highly complex 
social systems. 

This is why Marx is particularly tenacious in his discussion 
of paragraph 308 of the Philosoph)' of Right, where Hegel is 
carrying on a polemic against the notion "that all, as individ-
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uals, should share in deliberating and deciding on political 
matters of general concern." Nevertheless, Marx came to grief 
in his self-imposed task of explicating the structure of a for­
mation of will that would do justice to the "striving of civil 
society to create a political existence for itself, or to make its 
real existence into a political one."Iti The parallels between 
Hegel and Marx are striking. In their youth, both thinkers 
hold open the option of using the idea of uncoerced will for­
mation in a communication community existing under con­
straints of cooperation as a model for the reconciliation of a 
divided bourgeois society. But later on, both forsake the use of 
this option, and they do so for similar reasons. Like Hegel, 
Marx is weighted down by the basic conceptual necessities of 
the philosophy of the subject. He distances himself in Hegelian 
fashion from the importance of the "ought" of a merely uto­
pian socialism. Like Hegel, he thereby relies on the power of 
a dialectic of enlightenment: The same principle that is behind 
the achievements and the contradictions of modern society is 
also supposed to explain the transforming movement, the re­
lease of the rational potential of this society. However, Marx 
connects the modernization of society with an increasingly ef­
fective exploitation of natural resources and an increasingly 
intensive build-up of a global network of commerce and com­
munication. This unfettering of productive forces must there­
fore be traced back to a principle of modernity that is grounded 
in the practice of a producing subject rather than in the re­
flection of a knowing subject. 

For this purpose, Marx only needs to shift the accent within 
the model of modern philosophy. This model singles out two 
equiprimordial subject-object relationships: Just as the know­
ing subject forms opinions - capable of being true - about 
something in the ol~jective world, so too the acting subject 
carries out purposive activities - monitored in regard to their 
success - to bring. about something in the objective world. 
Between knowing and acting, furthermore, the concept of a 
formative process exercises a mediating function. Through the 
medium of knowing and acting, subject and object enter into 
ever new constellations, in which both are themselves affected 
and altered in their form. The philosophy of reticction, which 
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accords to knowledge a privileged status, conceives the self­
formative process of the spirit (on the model of relation-to­
self) as a process of becoming conscious. Praxis philosophy, 
which accords privileged status to the relationship between the 
acting subject and manipulable worldly objects, conceives the 
self-formative process of the species (on the model of self­
externalization) as a process of self-creation. For it, not self­
consciousness but labor counts as the principle of modernity. 

From this principle the technical-scientific forces of produc­
tion can be derived without further ado. But Marx may not 
conceive the principle of labor too narrowly if he wants to 
accommodate in this concept of praxis the rational content of 
bourgeois culture and thus the criteria in terms of which 
regression can be identified within progress. Consequently, the 
young Marx assimilated labor to creative production by the 
artist, who in his works externalizes his own essential powers 
and appropriates the product once again in rapt contempla­
tion. Herder and Humboldt had sketched out the ideal of the 
all-round self-realizing individual; Schiller and the Romantics, 
Schelling and Hegel had then grounded this expressivist idea 
of self-formation in an aesthetics of productionY Inasmuch as 
Marx nm\· transfers aesthetic productivity to the "species-life 
actuated in work," he can conceive social labor as the collective 
self-realization of the producers. 18 Only this assimilation of 
labor to a model with normative content allows him to make 
the decisiYe differentiations between an objectification of essen­
tial powers and their alienation, between a satisfied praxis that 
returns to itself and a praxis that is impeded and fragmented. 

In alienated labor, the circuit of externalization and appro­
priation of objectified essential powers is interrupted. The pro­
ducer is cut off from the enjoyment of his products, in which 
he could find himself again, and so he is also alienated from 
himself. 

In the exemplary case of wage-labor, the private appropri­
ation of socially produced wealth interrupts the normal circuit 
of praxis. The relationship of wage-labor transforms the con­
crete action of labor into an abstract performance of labor, that 
is, into a functional contribution to the process of capital self­
realization, which, so to speak, seizes the dead labor taken from 
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the producer. The asymmetrical exchange of labor power for 
wages is the mechanism that is supposed to explain why the 
sphere of essential powers alienated from wage-laborers be­
comes systemically autonomous. With this assumption of value 
theory, the aesthetic-expressivist content of the concept of 
praxis is enlarged to embrace a moral element. For alienated 
labor no longer deviates merely from the model - conceived 
in terms of an aesthetic of production - of a self-satisfying 
praxis, but also from the natural-right model of an exchange 
of equivalents. 

Lastly, however, the concept of praxis is also supposed to 
include "critical-revolutionary activity," that is to say, the self­
conscious political action by which the associated laborers break 
the capitalist spell of dead over living labor and appropriate 
their fetishistically alienated essential powers. If, then, the rup­
tured ethical totality is thought of as alienated labor, and if the 
latter is supposed to overcome its alienation from itself; then 
emancipatory praxis can proceed from labor itself. Here Marx 
is entangled in basic conceptual difficulties similar to Hegel's. 
Praxis philosophy does not afford the means for thinking dead 
labor as mediatized and paralyzed intersubjectivity. It remains a 
variant of the philosophy of the subject that locates reason in 
the purposive rationality of the acting subject instead of in the 
reflection of the knowing su~ject. But in the relations between 
an agent and a world of perceptible and manipulable objects, 
only cognitive-instrumental rationality can come into its own. 
The unifying power of reason, which is now presented as 
emancipatory praxis, is not exhausted by this purposive 
rationality. 

The history of Western Marxism has brought to light the 
basic conceptual difficulties of praxis philosophy and its con­
cept of reason. These result from lack of clarity about the 
normative foundations of critique. I want at least to call to 
mind three of these difficulties. 

(a) The assimilation of social labor to the model of autono­
mous activity in the sense of creative self-realization could de­
rive a certain plausibility at most from the romantically 
transfigured prototype of handicraft activity - for example, 
the contemporary reform movement ofjohn Ruskin and Wil-
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liam Morris, who promoted handmade art, oriented itself by 
the same model. Nevertheless, the development of industrial 
labor grew ever more remote from the model of an integral 
process of making. Even Marx eventually gave up his orien­
tation to the prototype of craftsmanlike praxis taken from the 
past. But he still inconspicuously incorporated the questionable 
normative content of this notion of praxis into the premises of 
his labor theory of value, making it virtually indiscernible. This 
explains why the concept of labor as well as its inherently 
purposive rationality has remained so ambiguous in the Marx­

ist tradition. 
Accordingly, the assessment of the forces of production oscillates 

from one extreme to the other. Some welcome the develop­
ment of productive forces, especially scientific-technical prog­
ress, as the driving force behind the rationalization of society. 
They expect the institutions that articulate the division of social 
power and regulate differential access to the means of pro­
duction to be revolutionized under the rationalizing pressure 
emanating from the forces of production. Others mistrust a 
rationality of dominating nature that fuses with the irrationality 
of class domination. Science and technology, for Marx an un­
ambiguous potential for emancipation, are turned into an even 
more effective means of repression for Lukacs, Bloch, and 
Marcuse. Such differences can arise because Marx did not give 
any account of how the palpable rationality of purposive activ­
ity is related to the intuitively intended rationality of a social 
praxis that is only vaguely represented in the picture of an 
association of free producers. 

(b) A further difficulty results from the abstract antithesis of 
dead and living labor. If one starts with the concept of alienated 
labor, the process of production, torn loose from any orienta­
tion to use-value, appears as a shadowy form of the expropri­
ated, anonymous, essential powers of the producers. The 
approach of praxis philosophy suggests that the systemic in­
terconnection between an economy organized along capitalist 
lines and its governmental complement is a sheer illusion, 
which is supposed to melt away into nothing with the abolition 
of the relations of production. From this standpoint, however, 
all structural differentiations that cannot be brought into the l 
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acting subject's horizon of orientation lose their legitimacy at 
one blow. The question of whether the media-guided subsys­
tems manifest properties that have their own functional value, 
independently of the class structure, is not even posed. The 
theory of revolution awakens instead the expectation that in 
principle all reified, systemically autonomous social relation­
ships can be brought into the horizon of the lifeworld: The 
dissipated illusion of capital will give back to a lifeworld rigi­
dified under the dictates of the law of value its spontaneity. 
But if emancipation and reconciliation are represented only in 
the mode of a de-differentiation of hypercomplex conditions of 
life, it is quite easy for systems theory, in view of stubborn 
complexities, to dismiss the unifying power of reason as a sheer 
illusion. 

(c) Both difficulties are thus connected to the fact that the 
normative foundations of praxis philosophy- particularly the 
potential of the concept of praxis for accomplishing the tasks 
of a critical social theory - have never been satisfactorily clar­
ified. Both the revaluation of the concept of social labor from 
the perspective of an aesthetics of production and its moral­
practical expansion require a grounding that cannot be fur­
nished by methodologically questionable investigations, be they 
anthropological or existential-phenomenological. Those who 
no longer invest the concept of praxis with any more reason 
than can be gathered from the purposive rationality of goal­
directed action and of self-assertion proceed in a more consis­
tent manner. 19 

To be sure, the principle of labor secures for modernity a 
singular tie with rationality. But praxis philosophy is con­
fronted with the same task as the philosophy of reflection was 
in its day. The necessity for self-objectification is immanent in 
the structure of self-externalization, just as it was in the struc­
ture of the relation-to-self. Therefore, the formative process 
of the species is marked by the tendency for laboring individ­
uals, in proportion to their domination of nature, to gain their 
identity only at the cost of repressing their own inner nature. 
To dissolve the self-entrapment of a subject-centered reason, 
Hegel opposed the absolute self-mediation of the spirit to the 
absolutization of self-consciousness. Praxis philosophy, which 
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abandoned this route with good reason, is not spared from a 
corresponding problem; it is even more acute for it. For what 
can it oppose to the instrumental reason of a purposive ration­
ality puffed up into a social totality, if it has to understand 
itself in materialist fashion as a component and result of this 
rcihed relationship- if the compulsion toward objectification 
invades the citadel of critical reason itself? 

Horkheimer and Adorno, in their version of the Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, novv want only to develop this aporia and not to 
lead the way out of it any more. Indeed, they meet instrumental 
reason with a "mindfulness" or "remembrance" [Eingedenhen] 
that seeks out the stirrings of a rebellious nature rising up 
against its instrumentalization. They even have a name for this 
resistance: mimesis. The name evokes associations that are in­
tended: empathy and imitation. It calls to mind a relationship 
between persons in Voihich the accommodating, identifying ex­
ternalization of one partner in relation to the model of the 
other does not require the sacrifice of that partner's own iden­
tity, but preserves dependency and autonomy at once: "The 
reconciled condition would not annex what is other, but would 
find its happiness in the fact that this other retains its distance 
and its difference within the permitted intimacy, that it remains 
beyond heterogeneity and sameness."~0 But this mimetic ca­
pacity evades any conceptual framework fashioned for subject­
object relationships alone; so mimesis appears as sheer impulse, 
the exact antithesis of reason. The critique of instrumental 
reason can only denounce as tainted what it cannot explain in 
its taintedness; for it is caught in concepts that make it possible 
for a subject to control external and internal nature but are 
not up to endowing an objectified nature with a language to 
tell us what is being perpetrated upon it by human subjects.~' 
By way of his Negative Dialectics, Adorno tries to circumscribe 
what cannot be presented discursively; and with his Aesthetic 
Them)', he seals the surrender of cognitive competency to art. 
The aesthetic experience that springs from romantic art (and 
that the young Marx smuggled into his concept of praxis) was 
radicalized in avant-garde art. Adorno summons this to be the 
single witness against a praxis that in the course of time has 
buried everything once meant by reason [Vernunft] under its 
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debris. Critique can only exhibit, as a kind of exercise, why 
that mimetic capacity slips out of our theoretical grasp and 
finds for the present a refuge in the most advanced works of 
art. 

IV The Neoconservative Response to Praxis Philosophy 

The neoconservatism that today dominates a scene disap­
pointed by Marxism,~~ especially in the social sciences, is nour­
ished by motifs from Right Hegelianism. Hegel's official 
disciples - I shall be referring above all to Rosenkranz, Hin­
richs, and Oppenheim - are the somewhat older contempor­
aries of Marx. They did not react directly to Marx but to the 
challenge of early socialist doctrines and movements in France 
and England, which were made known in Germany especially 
by Lorenz von Stein. ~ 3 These Hegelians of the first generation 
understood themselves as advocates of (a pre-1848) liberalism. 
They were concerned to extract from Hegel's Philosophy of Right 
space for politically establishing the liberal constitutional state 
and certain sociopolitical reforms. They shifted the accent be­
tween a reason that, conceptually speaking, is the sole reality 
and the finite forms of its historical manifestation: Empirical 
conditions are in need of completion because pasts that in 
themselves have already been superseded are also reproduced 
in them. Like the Left Hegelians, the Right Hegelians are 
convinced that "the present apprehended in thought ... exists 
not merely theoretically in thought, but is striving to pervade 
reality practically."~4 They, too, understand the present as the 
privileged locus of the realization of philosophy: Ideas have to 
enter into union with existing interests. They, too, see the 
political substance of the state drawn into the radically tem­
poralized formation of political will. ~ 5 

Nor does the Hegelian Right close its eyes any more than 
the Left to the conflict potental of bourgeois society. 26 But they 
reject the communist path decisively. Between the liberal and 
the socialist disciples of Hegel, there is a disagreement con­
cerning the differentiation of state and society, which one fac­
tion fears and the other desires. Marx is convinced that the 
self-organization of society, which strips public power of its 
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political character, will bring to an end the very condition that 
his opponents argue it would actually bring to pass - namely, 
the complete dissolution of a substantive ethical totality into 
the unmediated competition of natural interests. Both sides 
judge bourgeois society critically, as a state based on need and 
understanding rather than reason [Not- und Verstandesstaat], a 
state that has only the welfare and the subsistence of the in­
dividual as its aim, only the labor and enjoyment of the private 
person as its content, only the natural will as its principle, and 
only the multiplication of needs as its result. The Right He­
gelians see in bourgeois society the realization of the principle 
of the social as such; and they assert that this principle would 
attain absolute dominance if the difference between the polit­
ical and the social were abolished. 27 Society is from the outset 
a sphere of the inequality of natural needs, talents, and skills; 
it forms an objective nexus whose functional imperatives in­
evitably permeate su~jective action orientations. All attempts 
to introduce the civic principle of equality into society, and to 
subject the latter to the democratic formation of will on the 
part of the united producers, are doomed to founder on this 

structure and this complexity. 2
" 

Later on, Max Weber took up this critique and sharpened 
it; he has been proven correct in his prognosis that the destruc­
tion of private capitalism would by no means signify a bursting 
of the iron cage of modern industrial labor. In "really existing 
socialism," the attempt to dissolve civil society into political 
society actually had only its bureaucratization as a result; it only 
expanded economic constraint into an administrative control 

pervading all realms of life. 
On the other hand, the Hegelian Right suffered its ship­

wreck on account of its trust in the regenerative capacities of 
a strong state. Rosenkranz still defended the monarchy because 
it alone could secure the neutrality of a regime standing beyond 
parties, could tame the antagonism of interests and guarantee 
the unity of the particular and the universal. On his view, the 
regime has to remain the final court of appeal, since only it 
"can read out of the book of public opinion what is necessary."

29 

From here a line of intellectual history leads via Carl Schmitt 
to the constitutional law scholars who believed, in reviewing 

I 

I 
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the ungovernability of the Weimar Republic, that they should 
justify a total state.'111 Along this strand of tradition, the concept 
of the substantive state could be transformed into one that is 
nakedly authoritarian, because in the meantime the hierarchy 
of sul~jective, objective, and absolute spirit, which was still ap­
pealed to by the Right Hegelians, had been fundamentally 
destroyed. :n 

After the end of fascism, the Right Hegclians have begun 
anew by undertaking two revisions. First, they have come to 
terms with a theory of science that cedes no rights to reason 
outside the established culture of the understanding comprised 
by the natural sciences and the Geisteswissenschajten; and on the 
other hand, they have accepted the result of the sociological 
enlightenment, to the effect that the state (which is functionally 
interlaced with the capitalist economy) secures the private and 
professional existence of the individual in industrial society 
based on the division of labor, but by no means elevates it 
ethically. Under these premises, such authors as Hans Freyer 
and Joachim Ritter have revived the ideas of the Hegelian 
Right. :12 In the process, the theoretical heritage of a recently 
departed philosophy now fell to the Geisteswissenschaften; and 
to the traditional forces of ethical life, religion, and art there 
fell the compensatory role that could no longer be entrusted 
to the state. This altered mode of argumentation created the 
foundation for combining an affirmative attitude toward social 
modernity with a simultaneous devaluation of cultural mod­
ernity. This pattern of evaluation today marks neoconservative 
diagnoses of the age in the C nited States as well as in Ger­
many. :u I would like to elucidate this with reference to the 
influential works of Joachim Ritter. 

In a first interpretative step, Ritter separates modernity from 
the time-consciousness through which it acquired its self-un­
derstanding. Because modern society reduces human beings 
to their subjective nature, to enjoyment and labor, and because 
it reproduces itself by way of the use and exploitation of ex­
ternal nature, Ritter sees the historical essence of modernitv in 
terms of a relationship to nature without any history. The 
modern world "dissociates historical orders from social 
being,"1" and the diremption of social existence is grounded in 
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this lack of history: "What emerges with the modern age is ... 
the end of previous history; the future is without relationship 

to its origins.":15 

This description suggests two consequences. First, social 
modernity can develop its own evolutionary dynamism apart 
from the historical transmission of tradition, and this lends it 
the stability of a second nature. Connected with this idea is the 
technocratic notion that the process of modernization is guided 
by material constraints that cannot be influenced from without. 
Second, citizens of the modern world owe their subjective free­
dom to this abstraction from the orders of history; without the 
braking effect of the shredded padding of tradition, they 
would obviously be delivered over without any protection to 
the functional imperatives of economy and administration. 
Connected with this is the historicist notion that the subjective 
freedom that arises in the mode of diremption can only be 
shielded against the risks of total socialization and bureaucra­
tization if the devalued forces of tradition take on a compen­
satory role. They have been broken in their objective validity; 
they ought to be preserved as the privatized powers of belief 
[Glrwbensmiirhte] "of personal life, of subjectivity, and of 
roots.":H> The continuity of history outwardly interrupted in 
modern society is to be preserved in the sphere of inward 
freedom: ''Subjectivity has taken over the task of preserving 
and keeping vitally present the knowledge of God (in the re­
ligious sphere), the beautiful (in the aesthetic sphere), and 
ethical life (as morality), which, in the reification of the world, 
have become merely subjective as far as their social basis is 
concerned. That is its greatness and its world-historical 

office.":17 

Ritter did indeed sense the difficulty in this theory of com­
pensation; but he did not really grasp the paradoxical nature 
of his desperate, because historically enlightened, traditional­
ism. How are traditions, for which' truly' convincing grounds 
have gone by the boards with the collapse of religious and 
metaphysical \\·orld views, supposed to live on as subjective 
powers of belief, if only science still has the authority to ground 
our holding something. Ritter thinks they can win back their 
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credibility through the medium of being made present once 
again by the Geisteswissenschaften. 

The modern sciences have renounced the rational claims of 
the philosophical tradition. With them, the classical relation­
ship between theory and practice is inverted. Natural sciences 
that generate technically usable knowledge have become the 
reflective form of praxis, the primary force of production. 
They belong within the functional context of modern society. 
In a somewhat different sense, this holds true of the Geistes­
wissenschaften also. They certainly do not serve the reproduction 
of social life; but they do aid in compensating for social deficits. 
Modern society needed "an organ to compensate for its lack 
of history and to keep open and present the historical and 
spiritual world, which it has set aside."~H But the theoretical 
validity of the contents of the Geisteswissenschajten can hardly 
be grounded with such a reference to their function. Precisely 
if, with Ritter, we start from an objectivistic self-understanding 
of the Geisteswissenschaften, it cannot be seen why the authority 
of the scholarly method should be communicated to the con­
tents historically made present in this way. Historicism is itself 
an expression of the very problem that, in Ritter's view, it is 
supposed to solve. The museumlike effect accomplished by the 
Geisteswissenschajten surely does not give back to the devalued 
forces of tradition their binding power; the historical form of 
heightening the Enlightenment cannot neutralize the distan­
tiating effect that came on the scene with the unhistorically 
minded Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. 39 

Joachim Ritter combines a technocratic interpretation of 
modern society with a functionalist revaluation of traditional 
culture. His neoconservative disciples have drawn from this the 
implication that all unpleasant manifestations that do not fit 
into the picture of a compensatorily satisfied modernity have 
to be attributed to the cultural-revolutionary activity of "pur­
veyors of meaning." They repeat the old Hegel's critique of 
the abstractions put between reality as rational and the con­
sciousness of its critics - of course, in an ironic way. For the 
subjectivity of the critics is now no longer supposed to arise 
from the fact that they are incapable of apprehending a reason 
that has been formed into objectivity. Instead, the critics com-
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mit the error of still starting from the expectation that reality 
could ever take on a rational shape. They have to be instructed 
by their opponents about the fact that scientific progress has 
become "uninteresting in relation to political ideas." Empirical 
scientific knowledge leads to technical novelties or sociotech­
nical recommendations; interpretations by the Geisteswissen­
schaften secure historical continuities. Those who raise more 
extensive theoretical claims, who pursue philosophy and social 
theory in the footsteps of the master thinkers, reveal them­
selves to be intellectuals- seducers in the garb of enlighteners 
-who share in the priestly domination by the New Class. 

From the need for compensation on the part of an unstable 
social modernity, the neoconservatives draw the further impli­
cation that the explosive contents of modern culture must be 
defused. They turn off the light of a future-oriented time­
consciousness, gather together everything cultural that does 
not enter directly into the welter of the dynamism of modern­
ization, and place it in the perspective of a rememorative pre­
servation. This traditionalism denies all right to the 
constructive and critical viewpoints afforded by moral univer­
salism, as well as to the creative and subversive powers of avant­
garde art. A retrospectively oriented aesthetics40 renders harm­
less especially those motifs which first emerged in early Ro­
manticism and which nourished Nietzsche's aesthetically 
inspired critique of reason. 

Nietzsche wanted to explode the framework of Occidental 
rationalism within which the competitors of Left and Right 
Hegelianism still moved. His antihumanism, continued by Hei­
degger and Bataille in two variations, is the real challenge for 
the discourse of modernity. Next, I want to investigate in 
Nietzsche just what lies hidden behind the radical gestures of 
this challenge. If it should turn out that this way also does not 
seriously lead beyond the philosophy of the subject, we would 
have to return to the alternative that Hegel left in the lurch 
back in Jena - to a concept of communicative reason that 
places the dialectic of enlightenment in a different light. Per­
haps the discourse of modernity took the wrong turn at that 
first crossroads before which the young Marx stood once again 
when he criticized Hegel. 41 

J 

Excursus on the Obsolescence of the 
Production Paradigm 

As long as the theory of modernity takes its orientation from 
the basic concepts of the philosophy of reflection - from ideas 
of knowledge, conscious awareness, self-consciousness - the 
intrinsic connection with the concept of reason or of rationality 
is obvious. This is not as evident with the basic concepts of the 
philosophy of praxis, such as action, self-generation, and labor. 
To be sure, within the Marxian theory of value the normative 
contents of the notions of practice and reason, productive ac­
tivity and rationality, are still intermeshed, though not in a 
wholly perspicuous fashion. But this linkage began to come 
loose, in the 1920s at the latest, as theoreticians such as Gram­
sci, Lukacs, Korsch, Horkheimer, and Marcuse brought the 
originally practical meaning of the critique of reification to 

bear against the economism and historical objectivism of the 
Second International. Two different lines of tradition devel­
oped within Western Marxism, one determined by the recep­
tion of Max Weber, the other by the reception of Husserl and 
Heidegger. The early Lukacs and Critical Theory conceived of 
reification as rationalization and developed a critical concept 
of rationality on the basis of a materialistic appropriation of 
Hegel, but without appealing to the production paradigm for 
this pwjJose. 1 

On the other hand, reading the Marx of the Early Writings 
in the light of Husserlian phenomenology and developing a 
concept of practice with normative content, the early Marcuse 
and later Sartre renewed the production paradigm, which had 
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become washed out in the meantime, but without appealing to 
a concept of rationality j(;r this pwj)()se. These two traditions 
start to corl\'erge only within the paradigm shift from produc­
tiYe activity to communicative action and the reformulation of 
the concept of the lifeworld in terms of communications theory 
- a concept that had been connected in a variety of ways with 
l\Iarx's concept of practice ever since Marcuse's dissertation on 
the philosophical concept of labor. That is to say, the theory 
of communicatiYe action establishes an internal relation be­
tween practice and rationality. It studies the suppositions of 
rationality inherent in ordinary communicative practice and 
conceptualizes the normative content of action oriented to mu­
tual understanding in terms of communicative rationality.

2 

This paradigm shift is motivated by, among other things, the 
fact that the normative foundations of critical social theory 
could not be demonstrated along either of the two traditional 
lines. I have analyzed the aporias of Weberian Marxism else­
where. Here I would like to discuss the difficulties of a Marxism 
that renews the production paradigm while depending on 
phenomenology in connection with two works that have come 
out of the Budapest School. Ironically enough, the late Lukacs 
already paved the way for an anthropological turn and a re­
habilitation of the concept of practice in terms of "the world 
of everyday life.":\ 

Husser! introduced the concept of practice as constitution in 
the context of his analyses of the lifeworld. It was not from the 
outset tailored to genuinely Marxian problematics. This can be 
seen, for instance, in the fact that the theories of the everyday 
world developed independently by Berger and Luckmann (fol­
lowing Schutz) and by Agnes Heller (following Lukacs) exhibit 
striking similarities. The concept of objectification is central to 
both: "Human expressivity is capable of objectivation, that is, 
it manifests itself in products of human activity that are avail­
able both to their producers and to other men as clements of 
a common world."4 

The phrase "human expressivity" refers to the expressivist 
model (traced by Charles Taylor back to Herder) of a process 
of generation and self-formation that came to Marx via Hegel, 
Romanticism, and, naturally, Feuerbach." The model of the 
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externalization and appropriation of essential powers was de­
rived, on the one hand, from dynamizing Aristotle's concept 
of form - the individual unfolds his essential powers through 
his own productive activity - and, on the other hand, from 
the philosophy of reflection's mediation of the Aristotelian 
concept of form with an aesthetic one - the objectifications in 
which subjectivity takes on external shape are at the same time 
the symbolic expression of both a conscious act of creation and 
an unconscious process of self-formation. The productivity of 
the creative genius is thus prototypical for an activity in which 
autonomy and self-realization are united in such a way that 
the objectification of human essential powers loses the char­
acter of violence in relation to both external and internal na­
ture. Berger and Luckmann connect this idea with the world­
constituting productivity of H usserl's transcendemal conscious­
ness and conceive of the process of social reproduction in 
accord with this model: "The process by which the externalized 
products of human activity attain the character of objectivity is 
ol~jectivation." 6 But objectification designates only a phase in 
the circular process of externalization, objectivation, appropri­
ation, and reproduction of essential human powers in which 
creative acts are integrated with the self-formative process of 
socialized subjects: "Society is a human product. Society is an 
objective reality. Man is a social product."7 

Since this lifeworld practice is still interpreted in terms of 
the philosophy of consciousness as the achievement of a tran­
scendentally basic subjectivity, the normativity of self-reflection 
is intrinsic to it. A possibility for error is built into the process 
of becoming conscious: the hypostatization of one's own accom­
plishments into independently existing entities Like Feuerbach 
in his critique of religion, and Kant in his critique of transcen­
dental illusion, the later H usserl employs this figure of thought 
in his critique of the sciences. Without forcing anything, Berger 
and Luckmann can link H usserl's concept of objectivism with 
that of reification: "Reification is the apprehension of the prod­
ucts of human activity as if they were something else than 
human products - such as facts of nature, results of cosmic 
laws, or manifestations of divine will. Reification implies that 
man is capable of forgetting his own authorship of the human 
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world and, further, that the dialectic between man, the pro­
ducer, and his products is lost to consciousness. The reified world 
is, by definition, a dehumanized world. It is experienced by 
man as a strange Llcticity, an opus alienurn over which he has 
no control rather than as the opus propriurn of his own produc­
tive activity."" The normative content of the expressivist model 
is reflected in this concept of reification: What we can no longer 
be aware of as our own product places constraints on our 
productivity and at the same time inhibits autonomy and self­
realization and alienates the subject both from the world and 
from himself. 

When this idealist figure of thought of producing or consti­
tuting a world is conceived materialistically, that is, literally as 
a process of production, all these determinations stemming 
from the philosophy of reflection can be immediately trans­
posed in a naturalistic manner by praxis philosophers. In this 
sense, Agnes Heller defines everyday life as "the totality of 
activities which are performed by individuals for their repro­
duction and which create at any given time the possibilities for 
social reproduction."9 With the materialist interpretation of the 
idealist concept of practice in terms of constitution (most re­
cently developed by Husserl), "production" is transformed into 
the expenditure of labor power, "objectivation" into the objec­
tification of labor power, the "appropriation" of what is "pro­
duced" into the satisfaction of material needs (that is, 
consumption). And "reification," which withholds from the 
producers their externalized essential powers as something al­
ien and removed from their control, becomes material exploi­
tation caused by the privileged appropriation of socially 
produced wealth and ultimately by private ownership of the 
means of production. This shift in interpretation certainly has 
the advantage of relieving the concept of everyday practice of 
the foundational obligations and methodological difficulties 
that come with any foundationalist philosophy of consciousness 
and that Berger and Luckmann inherit by assimilating the 
concept of practice of the young Marx to the late H usserl. 
. However, the production paradigm detached from its roots 
m the philosophy of reflection brings with it at least three new 
problems when it is called upon to perform similar tasks in 
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social theory: (l) The production paradigm so restricts the 
concept of practice that the question arises of how the para­
digmatic activity-type of labor or the making of products is 
related to all the other cultural forms of expression of subjects 
capable of speech and action. Indeed, Agnes Heller counts 
institutions and linguistic forms of expression as "objectivations 
proper to the species" no less than labor products in the nar­
rower sensc. 10 (2) The production paradigm gives a naturalistic 
meaning to the concept of practice in such a way that the 
question arises of whether any normative content at all can still 
be derived from the metabolic process between society and 
nature. Heller unabashedly points to the activity of artists and 
scientists as the still valid model for a creative break with the 
routines of alienated everyday life. 11 (3) The production para­
digm gives the concept of practice such a clear empirical mean­
ing that the question arises of whether it loses its plausibility 
with the historically foreseeable end of a society based upon 
labor. Claus Offe opened a recem conference of German so­
ciologists with this question. 1 ~ I \vill confine myself to the first 
two difficulties, both of which have been discussed by Gyorgy 
Markus.L1 

With regard to the first difficulty, Markus sets out to explain 
in what sense not merely fabricated things - the instruments 
and products of the labor process - but all the components 
of a social lifeworlcl, and even the context of the lifeworld 
itself, can be understood as objectifications or objectivations of 
human labor. He develops his argument in three steps. First, 
Markus shows that objective elements of the lifcworld owe their 
meaning not only to technical rules of production but also to 
conventions of usc. The use-value of any commodity represents 
not only the labor power expended in the process of produc­
tion and the skill deployed in it but also the context of its use 
and the needs whose satisfaction it serves. Just as Heidegger 
analyzes the tool character of articles of use, Markus empha­
sizes the social character that attaches like a ''natural" property 
to any object produced for a specific use: "A product is an 
objectification only in relation to a process of appropriation, 
that is, in relation to such actiYities of anv individual in which 
essential conventions of use arc followed and interiorized -
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in which the social needs and capaotles that it embodies (in 
the quality of its use-value) are once again transformed into 
vital desires and skills." 11 In other words, not only the produc­
tiYcly expended labor powers but also the socially specified 
possibilities for appropriation by consumers arc objectified in 

objects. 
Second. such practice, which is guided by technical rules of 

production as well as by utilitarian rules of use, is also mediated 
by norms for the distribution both of the means of production 
and of the wealth produced. These norms of action ground 
differential rights and duties and secure motivations for the 
exercise of differentially distributed social roles, which in turn 
determine activities, skills, and the satisfaction of needs. Hence, 
social practice appears under a twofold aspect: on the one 
hand, as a jnocess of production and appropriation, which proceeds 
in accord with technical-utilitarian rules and signals the rele­
vant le\·el of exchange between society and nature (that is, the 
state of the forces of production); and on the other hand, as a 
process of interaction, which is regulated by social norms and 
brings about a selective access to power and wealth (that is, 
expresses the relations of production). The latter process pours 
the material content, namely, the given skills and needs, into 
the specific form of a structure of privileges and fixes the 
distribution of positions. 

Finally, ~Iarkus sees the decisive advantage of the production 
paradigm in the fact that it permits one to conceive of the 
''unitv of this dual process," that is, to understand social prac­
tice simultaneously "as labor and as the reproduction of social 
relations." 1-, It is possible to conceive "the unity of processes of 
interaction bet ween human beings, and between human beings 
and nature," hom the viewpoint of production. 11

; This asser­
tion is astonishing because Markus, with all the clarity one 
might desire, distinguishes between the technical-utilitarian 
rules for producing and employing products, on the one hand, 
and rules of social interaction, that is, norms of action depen­
dent upon intersubjcctivc recognition and sanctions, on the 
other hand. Correlativclv, he proposes a clear analytic separa­
tion between ''technical" and "social" spheres. He leaves no 
doubt that practice in the sense of the production and useful 
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employment of products has structure-forming effects only for 
the metabolic process between human beings and nature. By 
contrast, practice in the sense of norm-governed interaction 
cannot be analyzed on the model of the productive expenditure 
of labor power and the consumption of use-values. Production 
constitutes only an object or a content for normative rules. 

According to Markus, in the course of history up to now the 
technical and the social spheres can only be separated analyti­
cally; empirically the two stay indissolubly fused with one an­
other so long as the forces and relations of production mutually 
determine one another. Thus, Markus uses the fact that the 
production paradigm is fit solely for the explanation of labor 
and not for that of interaction to specify just those social for­
mations that will have brought about an institutional division 
between technical and social spheres. That is, he sees socialism 
as characterized precisely by the fact that "it reduces material­
productive activities to that which they are and always were in their 
,\pecificity, namely, an active-rational metabolism with nature, 
purely 'technical' activity, beyond both conventions and social 
domination." 17 

This brings us to the second difficulty, the question concern­
ing the normative content of the concept of practice as inter­
preted in terms of production. If one imagines the metabolism 
between human beings and nature as a circular process in 
which production and consumption mutually stimulate and 
expand each other, this presents two criteria for evaluating 
social evolution: the increase in technically useful knowledge, 
and the differentiation as well as universalization of needs. 
Both can be subsumed under the functionalist viewpoint of an 
increase in complexity. Today, however, no one would wish to 
assert that the quality of life together in society has to improve 
along with the increasing complexity of social systems. The 
metabolic model suggested by the production paradigm has as 
little normative content as the system-environment model that 
has replaced it in the meantime. 

But what happens to the notions of autonomy and self­
realization that were built into the conception of a self-forma­
tive process in the philosophy of reAection? Can't these nor­
mative contents still be recovered by the philosophy of praxis? 
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As we have seen, Markus makes normative use of the distinc­
tion between a practice that is regulated by technical-utilitarian 
rules under the constraints of external nature and a practice 
governed by norms of action in which interests, value-orien­
tations, and goals are sedimented as forms of expression of 

subjective nature. 
As a practical goal, he envisions an institutional separation 

between the technical moment and the social moment, a divi­
sion between a sphere of external necessity and a sphere in 
which we are ourselves ultimately responsible for all "necessi­
tites": "The category of labor, given pride of place by critical 
social theory as distinct from bourgeois economics, attains to 
practical truth in a socialist society alone; for only here ... 
does human becoming occur in virtue of its own goal-conscious 
action, as determined solely by that social objectivity that people 
find ready-made for them and that, as nature, imposes limits 
on their action." 18 This formulation does not express clearly 
enough that the emancipatory perspective proceeds precisely 
not from the production paradigm, but from the paradigm of 
action oriented toward mutual understanding. It is the form 
of interaction processes that must be altered if one wants to 
discover practically what the members of a society in any given 
situation might want and what they should do in their common 
interest. The following passage is clearer: "Life is (only) ra­
tional when people, in awareness of the constraints and restric­
tions of their life-situation, determine the collective social goals 
and values of their action through the articulation and dial­
ogical confrontation of their needs." 19 As to how this idea of 
reason as something that is in fact built into communicative 
relations, and that can in practice be seized upon, could be 
grounded - about this a theory committed to the paradigm 
of production can say nothing. 

~-

IV 

The Entry into Postmodernity: 
Nietzsche as a Turning Point 

I 

Neither Hegel nor his direct disciples on the Left or Right ever 
wanted to call into question the achievements of modernity 
from which the modern age drew its pride and self-conscious­
ness. Above all the modern age stood above all under the sign 
of subjective freedom. This was realized in society as the space 
secured by civil law for the rational pursuit of one's own inter­
ests; in the state, as the in principle equal rights to participation 
in the formation of political will; in the private sphere, as 
ethical autonomy and self-realization; finally, in the public 
sphere related to this private realm, as the formative process 
that takes place by means of the appropriation of a culture that 
has become reflective. Even the forms of the absolute and of 
the objective spirit, looked at from the perspective of the in­
dividual, had assumed a structure in which the subjective spirit 
could emancipate itself from the naturelike spontaneity of the 
traditional way of life. In the process, the spheres in which the 
individual led his life as bourgeois, citoyen, and hornme thereby 
grew ever further apart from one another and became self­
sufficient. This separation and self-sufficiency, which, consid­
ered from the standpoint of philosophy of history, paved the 
way for emancipation from age-old dependencies, were expe­
rienced at the same time as abstraction, as alienation from the 
totality of an ethical context of life. Once religion had been the 



unbreakable seal upon this totality; it is not by chance that this 

seal has been broken. 
The religious forces of social integration grew weaker in the 

wake of a process of enlightenment that is just as little suscep­
tible of being revoked as it was arbitrarily brought about in the 
first place. One feature of this enlightenment is the irreversi­
bilitY of learning processes, which is based on the fact that 
insights cannot be forgotten at will; they can only be repressed 
or corrected by better insights. Hence, enlightenment can only 
make good its deficits by radicalized enlightenment; this is why 
Hegel and his disciples had to place their hope in a dialectic 
of enlightenment in which reason was validated as an equiva­
lent for the unifying power of religion. They worked out con­
cepts of reason that were supposed to fulfill such a program. 
\Ve have seen how and why these attempts failed. 

Hegel conceived of reason as the reconciling self-knowledge 
of an absolute spirit; the Hegelian Left, as the liberating ap­
propriation of productively externalized, but withheld, essen­
tial powers; the Hegelian Right, as the rememorative 
compensation for the pain of inevitable diremptions. Hegel's 
concept pnJYed too strong; the absolute spirit was posited un­
perturbed, beyond the process of a history open to the future 
and beyond the unreconciled character of the present. Against 
the quietistic withdrawal of the priestly caste of philosophers 
from an unreconciled reality, therefore, the Young Hegelians 
invoked the profane right of a present that still awaited the 
realization of philosophical thought. In doing so, they brought 
to bear a concept of praxis that fell short. This concept only 
enhanced the force of the absolutized purposive rationality that 
it was supposed to overcome. Neoconservatives could spell out 
for praxis philosophy the social complexity that stubbornly 
asserted itself in the face of all revolutionary hopes. They in 
turn altered Hegel's concept of reason in such a way that 
modern society's need for compensation was brought to the 
fore at the same time as its rationality. But this concept did not 
reach far enough to make intelligible the compensatory func­
tion of a historicism that \vas supposed to bring traditional 
forces back to life through the medium of the 
( ;e isteswisse nsclwjle n. 
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Against this contemporary culture fed from the springs of 
an antiquarian historiography, Nietzsche brought the modern 
time-consciousness to bear in a way similar to that in which the 
Young Hegelians once did against the objectivism of the He­
gelian philosophy of history. In the second of his Untimely 
Observations, "On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History 
for Life," Nietzsche analyzes the fruitlessness of cultural tra­
dition uncoupled from action and shoved into the sphere of 
interiority. "Knowledge, taken in excess without hunger, even 
contrary to need, no longer acts as a transforming motive 
impelling to action and remains hidden in a certain chaotic 
inner world ... and so the whole of modern culture is essen-
tially internal. ... a 'Handbook of Inner Culture for External 
Barbarians."'! Modern consciousness, overburdened with his­
torical knowledge, has lost "the plastic power of life" that makes 
human beings able, with their gaze toward the future, to "in­
terpret the past from the standpoint of the highest strength of 
the present."2 Because the methodically proceeding Geisteswis­
senschajten are dependent on a false, which is to say unattain­
able, ideal of objectivity, they neutralize the standards necessary 
for life and make way for a paralyzing relativism: "Things were 
different in all ages; it does not matter how you are."3 They 
block the capacity "to shatter and dissolve something [past]" 
from time to time, in order "to enable [us] to live [in the 
present]."4 Like the Young Hegelians, Nietzsche senses in the 
historicist admiration of the "power of history" a tendency that 
all too easily turns into an admiration of naked success in the 
style of Realpolitik. 

With Nietzsche's entrance into the discourse of modernity, 
the argument shifts, from the ground up. To begin with, rea­
son was conceived as a reconciling self-knowledge, then as a 
liberating appropriation, and finally as a compensatory re­
membrance, so that it could emerge as the equivalent for the 
unifying power of religion and overcome the diremptions of 
modernity by means of its own driving forces. Three times this 
attempt to tailor the concept of reason to the program of an 
intrinsic dialectic of enlightenment miscarried. In the context 
of this constellation, Nietzsche had no choice but to submit 
subject-centered reason yet again to an immanent critique- or 
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to give up the program entirely. Nietzsche opts for the second 
alternative: He renounces a renewed revision of the concept 
of reason and bids farewell to the dialectic of enlightenment. In 
particular, the historicist deformation of modern conscious­
ness, in which it is flooded with arbitrary contents and emptied 
of everything essential, makes him doubt that modernity could 
still fashion its criteria out of itself- "for from ourselves we 
moderns have nothing at all."" Indeed Nietzsche turns the 
thought-figure of the dialectic of enlightenment upon the his­
toricist enlightenment as well, but this time with the goal of 
exploding modernity's husk of reason as such. 

Nietzsche uses the ladder of historical reason in order to cast 
it away at the end and to gain a foothold in myth as the other 
of reason: "for the origin of historical education - and its 
inner, quite radical contradiction with the spirit of a 'new age,' 
a 'modern consciousness' - this origin must itself in turn be 
historically understood, history must itself dissolve the problem 
of history, knowledge must turn its sting against itself - this 
threefold must is the imperative of the new spirit of the 'new 
age' if it really does contain something new, mighty, original 
and a promise of life."6 Nietzsche is thinking here of his Birth 
of Tragedy, an investigation, carried out with historical-philol­
ogical means, that led him beyond the Alexandrian world and 
beyond the Roman-Christian world back to the beginnings, 
back to the "ancient Greek world of the great, the natural and 
human." On this path, the antiquarian-thinking "latecomers" 
of modernity are to be transformed into "firstlings" of a post­
modern age - a program that Heidegger will take up again 
in Being and Time. For Nietzsche, the starting situation is clear. 
On the one hand, historical enlightenment only strengthens 
the now palpable diremptions in the achievements of modern­
ity; reason as manifested in the form of a religion of culture 
no longer develops any synthetic forces that could renew the 
unifying power of traditional religion. On the other hand, the 
path o_f restoration is barred to modernity. The religious-me­
taphysical world views of ancient civilizations are themselves 
alreaclv a product of enlightenment" thev are too rational there­
fore, t~ be able to provide oppositio;I to ~he radicalized ~nlight­
enment of modernity. 

.... 
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Like all who leap out of the dialectic of enlightenment, 
Nietzsche undertakes a conspicuous leveling. Modernity loses 
its singular status; it constitutes only a last epoch in the far­
reaching history of a rationalization initiated by the dissolution 
of archaic life and the collapse of myth.' In Europe, Socrates 
and Christ, the founders of philosophical thought and of ec­
clesiastical monotheism, mark this turning point: "The tremen­
dous historical need of our unsatisfied historical culture, the 
assembling around one of the countless other cultures, the 
consuming desire for knowledge -what does all this point to, 
if not to the loss of myth, the loss of the mythical home ?"K The 
modern time-consciousness, of course, prohibits any thoughts 
of regression, of an unmediated return to mythical origins. 
Only the future constitutes the horizon for the arousal of myth­
ical pasts: "The past always speaks as an oracle: Only as mas­
terbuilders of the future who know the present will you 
understand it."9 This utopian attitude, directed to the god who 
is coming, distinguishes ::\'ietzsche's undertaking from the re­
actionary call of "Back to the origins!" Teleological thought 
that contrasts origin and goal with each other loses its power 
completely. And because Nietzsche does not negate the modern 
time-consciousness, but heightens it, he can imagine modern 
art, which in its most subjective forms of expression drives this 
time-consciousness to its summit, as the medium in which mod­
ernity makes contact with the archaic. Whereas historicism 
presents us with the world as an exhibition and transforms the 
contemporaries enjoying it into blase spectators, only the su­
prahistorical power of an art consuming itself in actuality can 
bring salvation for "the true neediness and inner povertv of 
rnan." 10 

Here the young Nietzsche has in mind the program of Rich­
ard Wagner, who opened his "Essav on Religion and Art" with 
the statement: "One could say that wherever religion has be­
come artistic, it is left to art to save the core of religion, in that 
it grasps the mythic symbols (which religion wants to believe 
are true in a real sense) in terms of their symbolic values, so 
that the profound truth hidden in them can be recognized 
through their ideal representation." 11 The religious festival 
become work of art is supposed, with a culturally revinxl public 
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sphere, to overcome the inwardness of privately appropriated 
historical culture. An aesthetically renewed mythology is sup­
posed to relax the forces of social integration consolidated by 
competitive society. It will decenter modern consciousness and 
open it to archaic experiences. This art of the future denies 
that it is the product of an individual artist and establishes "the 
people itself as the artist of the future.'' 1 ~ This is why Nietzsche 
celebrates \Nagner as the "Revolutionary of Society" and as the 
one who overcomes Alexandrian culture. He expects the effect 
of Dionysian tragedy to go forth from Bayreuth - "that the 
state and society and, quite generally, the gulfs between man 
and man give way to an overwhelming feeling of unity leading 
back to the very heart of nature." 1

:
1 

As we know, later on Nietzsche turned away in disgust from 
the world of the Wagnerian opera. What is more interesting 
than the personal, political, and aesthetic reasons for this aver­
sion is the philosophical motive that stands behind the ques­
tion, "\Vhat would a music have to be like that would no longer 
be of Romantic origin (like Wagner's)- but Dionysian?" 14 The 
idea of a new mythology is of Romantic provenance, and so 
also is the recourse to Dionysus as the god who is coming. 
:'\! ietzsche likewise distances himself from the Romantic use of 
these ideas and proclaims a manifestly more radical version 
pointing far beyond Wagner. But wherein does the Dionysian 
differ from the Romantic~ 

II 

In Hegel's "Oldest Svstem Program" of 1796/97, one encoun­
ters alreadv the expectation of a new mvthology that establishes 
poetrv as the schoolmistress of humanity. There is already 
apparent here a motif that both \Vagner and Nietzsche will 
later emphasize: In the forms of a revived mythology, art can 
reacquire the character of a public institution and develop the 
power to regenerate the ethical totalitv of the nation.'" In the 
same sense. Schelling, at the end of his S)'stem of' Transcendental 
Idmli.lltl, tells us that the new mythology "cannot be the inven­
tion of an individual poet. but of a new race representing, as 
it were. One Poet." 1h In his "Discourse on Mythology," Fried-
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rich Schlegel says something similar: "Our poetry lacks a mid­
dle point, the way mythology was for the ancients; and 
everything essential, in which the modern art of poetry falls 
short of the ancient, may be summarized in the words: We 
have no mythology. But ... we are close to obtaining one." 17 

Both publications stern from the year 1800 and spin out the 
idea of a new mythology in different variations. 

Hegel's "Oldest System Program" contains as a further motif 
the notion that with the new mythology art will take the place 
of philosophy, because aesthetic intuition is "the highest act of 
reason": "Truth and goodness [arc] intimately related only in 
beauty." 1H This sentence could stand as a motto over Schelling's 
"System" of 1800. Schelling finds in aesthetic intuition the 
solution to the puzzle of how the "I" can be made aware of the 
identity of freedom and necessity, spirit and nature, conscious 
and unconscious activity in a product it has itself brought forth. 
"Hence, for the philosopher art is the most sublime, because 
it opens up for him the sanctuary, where in eternal and pri­
mordial union there burns in one flame, as it were, what is 
sundered in nature and history, and what must eternally flee 
from itself in life and action as well as in thought." 19 Under 
the modern conditions of a reflection driven to extremes, art, 
and not philosophy, guarded the flame of that absolute identity 
that had once been enkindled in the festival cults of religious 
communities of faith. Art was to reacquire its public character 
in the form of a new mythology; it would no longer be merely 
the organon, but rather the goal and future of philosophy. 
After its culmination, the latter could flow back into the ocean 
of poetry from which it had once come. "It is not difficult to 
say in general what the 'middle term' for the return of science 
to poetry will be, because such a thing has existed in mythol­
ogy .... But how a new mythology might be able to emerge is 
a problem whose illumination is to be awaited from the future 
destinies of the world. "~0 

The difference from Hegel is obvious - not speculative 
reason, but poetry alone can, as soon as it becomes public in 
the form of a new mythology, replace the unifying power of 
religion. To be sure. Schelling does erect an entire philosoph­
ical system to reach this conclusion. It is speculative reason 
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itself that surpasses itself through the program of a new my­
thology. Schlegel sees things differently; he recommends that 
the philosopher"[ discard] the warlike adornment ofthe system 
and [share] with Homer a dwelling in the temple of the new 
poetry."21 In Schlegel's hands, the new mythology is trans­
formed from a philosophically grounded hope into a messianic 
hope that can be given wing by historical signs - by signs that 
tell us "that humanity is struggling vvith all its power to fi.nd its 
center. It must pass away ... or be rejuvenated .... Gray An­
tiquity will become vital again, and the most remote future 
culture will already announce itself in premonitions."22 This 
messianic temporalizing of what for Schelling was a well­
founded historical expectation results from the changed status 
Schlegel ascribes to speculative reason. 

To be sure, this had already had its center of gravity shifted 
with Schelling: Reason could no longer take possession of itself 
in its own medium of self-reflection; it could only rediscover 
itself in the prior medium of art. But what, according to Schell­
ing, can be intuited in the products of art is nevertheless still 
reason become objective - the intimate relationship of the 
true and the good in the beautiful. Schlegel calls precisely this 
unity into question. He adheres to the autonomy of the beau­
tiful in the sense "that it is separate from the true and the 
moral, and that it [has] equal rights with these." 23 The new 
mythology is to owe its binding force not to some form of art 
in which all moments of reason are intimately related, but to a 
divinatory gift of poetry that is distinct from philosophy and 
science, morals and ethics: "For that is the beginning of all 
poetry, namely, to overcome the operation and laws of ration­
ally thinking reason and transpose us again into the lovely 
confusion of fantasy, into the primordial chaos of human na­
ture, for which I know of no more beautiful symbol than the 
abundant throng of the classical gods."24 Schlegel no longer 
understands the new mythology as the rendering sensuous of 
reason, the becoming aesthetic of ideas that are supposed to 
be joined in this way with the interests of the people. Instead, 
only poetry that has become autonomous, that has been 
cleansed of associations with theoretical and practical reason, 
opens wide the door to the world of the primordial forces of 
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myth. :Modern art alone can communicate with the archaic 
sources of social integration that have been sealed off within 
modernity. On this reading, the new mythology demands of a 
dirempted modernity that it relate to the "primordial chaos" 
as the other of reason. 

If, howeYer, the creation of the new myth lacked the thrust­
power of the dialectic of enlightenment, if the expectation "of 
that grand process of rejuvenation" could no longer be 
grounded in a philosophy of history, "Romantic messianism" 
needed a new fi.gure of thought. 2·' In this connection, the fact 
that Dionysus, the driven god of frenzy, of madness, and of 
ceaseless transformations, undergoes a surprising revalution in 
early Romanticism is worthy of note. 

The cult of Dionysus could become attractive to an age of 
enlightenment losing confi.dence in itself because in the Greece 
of Euripides and of sophistic critique it had kept awake ancient 
religious traditions. Manfred Frank singles out as the decisive 
motive the fact that Dionysus, as the god who is coming, could 
attract redemptive hopes to himselP11 With Semele, a mortal 
woman, Zeus gave birth to Dionysus, who was persecuted with 
divine wrath by Hera, Zeus's wife, and ultimately driven into 
madness. Since then, Dionysus wanders about with a wild herd 
of Satyrs and Bacchants throughout North Africa and Asia 
Minor, a "foreign god," as H<ilderlin says, who plunges the 
West into the "night of the gods" and leaves behind nothing 
but the gift of intoxication. But Dionysus is supposed to return 
some day, reborn through the mysteries and freed from insan­
ity. He is distinguished from all the other Greek gods as the 
one who is absent, whose return is still to come. The parallel 
to Christ was evident; he, too, died and left behind bread and 
wine until he would himself return. 27 Dionysus, of course, has 
the peculiarity that in his cultic excesses he preserves, as it 
were, that fund of social solidarity which was lost to the Chris­
tian West along with the archaic forms of religiosity. So Hold­
erlin connects the Dionysus myth with a unique fi.gure of 
historical interpretation that could carry a messianic expecta­
tion- a hgure that has remained influential down to Heideg­
ger. Since its beginnings, the West has remained in the night 
of the remoteness of God or of the forgetfulness of being. The 



~):! 

Lecture 1\' 

god of the future will renew the lost, primordial forces; and 
the approaching god makes his arrival sensible through his 
absence, brought painfully to consciousness by "the greatest 
remoteness." Bv making those abandoned feel more urgently 
what was withdrawn from them, he announces his return all 
the more convincingly: In the greatest peril, what brings sal­
vation waxes as well. ~H 

Nietzsche is not original in his Dionysian treatment of his­
tory. The historical thesis about the origin of the Greek tragic 
chorus in the ancient Creek cult of Dionysus acquires its critical 
point for modernity from a context that was already well de­
veloped in early Romanticism. Why ;..Jietzsche distances himself 
from this Romantic background thus stands all the more in 
need of explanation. The key is the equation of Dionysus and 
Christ, which was not only taken up by Holderlin but was 
entertained as well by Novalis, Schelling, Creuzer - by the 
vvhole early Romantic reception of myth. This identification of 
the frenzied wine-god with the Christian savior-god is only 
possible because Romantic messianism aimed at a refuvenation 
of, but not a departure from, the West. The new mythology 
was supposed to restore a lost solidarity but not reject the 
emancipation that the separation from the primordial mythical 
forces also brought about for the individual as individuated in 
the presence of the One Gocl.~~~ In Romanticism, the recourse 
to Dionysus was supposed to open up only that dimension of 
public freedom in which Christian promises were to be fulfilled 
in a this-worldly manner, so that the principle of subjectivity 
- deepened and at the same time authoritatively brought to 
dominance by the Reformation and the Enlightenment -
could lose its narrowness. 

III 

The mature Nietzsche recognizes that Wagner, in whom mod­
ernity is almost "summed up," shared with the Romantics the 
perspective on the still-to-come fulfillment of the modern age. 
Precisely Wagner pushes Nietzsche to "disappointment with 
evervthing left for us modern men to be enthusiastic about," 
because he, a desperate decadent, "suddenly ... bowed down 
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before the Christian cross.":\0 Thus, Wagner remains captive to 
the Romantic union of the Dionysian with the Christian. just 
as little as the Romantics does he esteem in Dionysus the de­
migod who offers radical redemption from the curse of iden­
tity, who rescinds the principle of individuation, who validates 
the polymorphous versus the unity of the transcendent God, 
and anomie versus precepts. In Apollo, the Greeks divinized 
individuation, the observance of the limits of the individual. 
But Apollonian beauty and moderation only hid the Titanic 
and barbaric underground that erupted in the ecstatic tone of 
the Dionysian festival: "The individual, with all his restraint 
and proportion, succumbed here to the self-oblivion of the 
Dionysian states, and forgot the precepts of Apollo.":ll 
Nietzsche recalls Schopenhauer's depiction of the "terror which 
seizes man when he suddenly begins to doubt the cognitive 
form of phenomena, because the principle of sufficient reason 
... seems to suffer an exception. If we add to this terror the 
blissful ecstasy that wells from the innermost depths of man, 
indeed of nature, at this collapse of the principii individuationis, 
we steal a glimpse into the nature of the Dionysian."32 

But Nietzsche was not only the disciple of Schopenhauer; he 
was the contemporary of Mallarme and the Symbolists, an 
advocate of l'art pour l'art. Therefore, as an ingredient in the 
description of the Dionysian - as the heightening of the sub­
jective to the point of utter self-oblivion - there is also the 
experience (radicalized once again in comparison to the Ro­
mantics) of contemporary art. What Nietzsche calls the "aes­
thetic phenomenon" is disclosed in the concentrated dealings 
with itself of a decentered subjectivity set free from everyday 
conventions of perceiving and acting. Only when the subject 
loses itself, when it sheers off from pragmatic experience in 
space and time, when it is stirred by the shock of the sudden, 
when it considers "the longing for true presence" (Octavio Paz) 
fulfilled and, oblivious to itself, is transported by the moment; 
only when the categories of intelligent doing and thinking are 
upset, the norms of daily life have broken down, the illusions 
of habitual normality have collapsed - only then does the 
world of the unforseen and the absolutely astonishing open 
up, the realm of aesthetic illusion, which neither hides nor 
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reveals, is neither appearance nor essence, but nothing other 
than surface. Nietzsche continues the Romantic purification of 
the aesthetic phenomenon from all theoretical and practical 
associations. 33 In the aesthetic experience, the Dionysian reality 
is shut off by a "chasm of forgetfulness" against the world of 
theoretical knowledge and moral action, against the everyday. 
Art opens access to the Dionysian only at the cost of ecstasy­
at the cost of a painful de-differentiation, a de-delimitation of 
the individual, a merging with amorphous nature within and 

without. 
Consequently, the mythless human beings of modernity can 

expect from the new mythology only a kind of redemption 
that eliminates all mediations. This Schopenhauerian concep­
tion of the Dionysian principle gives a twist to the program of 
the new mythology' that was foreign to Romantic messianism 
-it is now a question of totally turning away from the nihilistic 
void of modernity. With Nietzsche, the criticism of modernity 
dispenses for the first time with its retention of an emancipa­
tory content. Subject-centered reason is confronted with rea­
son's absolute other. And as a counterauthority to reason, 
Nietzsche appeals to experiences that are displaced back into 
the archaic realm - experiences of self-disclosure of a decen­
tered subjectivity, liberated from all constraints of cognition 
and purposive activity, all imperatives of utility and morality. 
A "break-up of the principle of individuation" becomes the 
escape route from modernity. Of course, if it is going to 
amount to more than a citation of Schopenhauer, this can only 
gain credibility through the most advanced art of modernity. 
Nietzsche can blind himself to this contradiction because he 
splits off the rational moment that comes to expression in the 
inner logic of avant-garde art from any connection with theo­
retical and practical reason and shoves it into the realm of 
metaphysically transfigured irrationality. 

Already in the Birth of Tragedy, standing behind art is life. We 
already find there the peculiar theodicy according to which the 
world can be justified only as an aesthetic phenomenon.:'4 Pro­
found cruelty and pain, as well as joy and delight, count as the 
projections of a creative spirit who surrenders himself unhes­
itatingly to the diffuse enjoyment of the power and arbitrari-
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ness of his illusory appearances. The world appears as a 
network of distortions and interpretations for which no inten­
tion and no text provides a basis. Together with a sensibility 
that allows itself to be affected in as many different ways as 
possible, the power to create meaning constitutes the authentic 
core of the will to power. This is at the same time a will to illusion, 
a will to simplification, to masks, to the superficial; art counts 
as man's genuine metaphysical activity, because life itself is 
based on illusion, deception, optics, the necessity of the per­
spectival and of error. :lc; 

Of course, Nietzsche can shape these ideas into a "meta­
physics for artists" only if he reduces everything that is and 
should be to the aesthetic dimension. There can be neither 
ontic nor moral phenomena - at least in the sense in which 
Nietzsche speaks of aesthetic phenomena. The famous sketches 
for a pragmatic theory of knowledge and for a natural history 
of morality that trace the distinctions between "true" and 
"false," "good" and "evil," back to preferences for what serves 
life and for the noble, are meant to demonstrate this.:H> Ac­
cording to this analysis, behind apparently universal normative 
claims lie hidden the subjective power claims of value apprais­
als. Even in these power claims, it is not the strategic wills of 
individual subjects that obtain. Instead, the transsubjective will 
to power is manifested in the ebb and fimv of an anonymous 
process of subjugation. 

The theory of a will to power operating in every event pro­
vides the framework within which Nietzsche explains how the 
fictions of a world comprised of entities and of goods arise, as 
well as the illusory identities of knowing and morally acting 
subjects; how, with the soul and self-consciousness, a sphere of 
inwardness is constituted; how metaphysics, science, and the 
ascetic ideal achieved dominance - and, finally, how subject­
centered reason mves this entire inventory to the occurrence 
of an unsalutary, masochistic inversion of the very core of the 
will to power. The nihilistic domination of subject-centered 
reason is conceived as the result and expression of a perversion 
of the will to power. 

Since, then, the undistorted will to power is merely a meta­
phvsical conception of the Diorwsian principle, ,\Jietzsche can 
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grasp the nihilism of the present age as the night of the re­
moteness of the gods, in which the proximity of the absent god 
is proclaimed. His being "apart" and "beyond" is misunder­
stood by the people as a flight from reality - "while it is only 
his absorption, immersion, penetration into reality, so that, 
when he one day emerges into the light, he may bring home 
the redemption of this reality." 17 Nietzsche designates the time 
of the return of the Anti-Christ as "the bell-stroke of noon" -
in a remarkable agreement with the aesthetic time-conscious­
ness of Baudelaire. In the hour of Pan the day holds its breath, 
time stands still - the transitory moment is wed to eternity. 

Nietzsche owes his concept of modernity, developed in terms 
of his theory of power, to an unmasking critique of reason that 
sets itself outside the horizon of reason. This critique has a 
certain suggestiveness because it appeals, at least implicitly, to 
criteria borrowed from the basic experiences of aesthetic mod­
ernity. Nietzsche enthrones taste, "the Yes and the No of the 
palate," as the organ of a knowledge beyond true and false, 
beyond good and evil. But he cannot legitimate the criteria of 
aesthetic judgment that he holds on to because he transposes 
aesthetic experience into the archaic, because he does not rec­
ognize as a moment of reason the critical capacity for assessing 
value that was sharpened through dealing with modern art -
a moment that is still at least procedurally connected with 
objectifying knowledge and moral insight in the processes of 
providing argumentative grounds. The aesthetic domain, as 
the gateway to the Dionysian, is hypostatized instead into the 
other of reason. The disclosures of power theory get caught 
up in the dilemma of a self-enclosed critique of reason that has 
become total. In a retrospective glance back at the Birth of 
Tragedy, Nietzsche admits the youthful naivete of his attempt 
"to present science in the context of art, to look at science in 
the perspective of the artist.":\,; Even at an older age, though, 
he could muster no clarity about what it means to pursue a 
critique of ideology that attacks its own foundations.:19 In the 
end, he oscillates between two strategies. 

On the one hand, Nietzsche sees the possibility of an artistic 
contemplation of the world carried out with scholarly tools but 
in an antimetaphysical, antiromantic, pessimistic, <:m~l sceptical J 
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attitude. Because it serves the philosophy of the will to power, 
a historical science of this kind is supposed to be able to escape 
the illusion of belief in truth."10 Then, of course, the validity of 
that philosophy would have to be presupposed. That is why 
Nietzsche must, on the other hand, assert the possibility of a 
critique of metaphysics that digs up the roots of metaphysical 
thought without, however, itself giving up philosophy. He pro­
claims Dionysus a philosopher and himself the last disciple and 
initiate of this god who does philosophy. 11 

Nietzsche's critique of modernity has been continued along 
both paths. The sceptical scholar who wants to unmask the 
perversion of the will to power, the revolt of reactionary forces, 
and the emergence of a subject-centered reason by using an­
thropological, psychological, and historical methods has suc­
cessors in Bataille, Lacan, and Foucault; the initiate-critic of 
metaphysics who pretends to a unique kind of knowledge and 
pursues the rise of the philosophy of the subject back to its 
pre-Socratic beginnings has successors in Heidegger and 
Derrida. 

IV 

Heidegger wants to take over the essential motifs of Nietzsche's 
Dionysi<m messianism while avoiding the aporias of a self­
enclosed critique of reason. Nietzsche, operating in a "schol­
arly" mode, wanted to catapult modern thinking beyond itself 
bv way of a genealogy of the belief in truth and of the ascetic 
ideal; Heidegger, who espies an uncleansed remnant of en­
lightenment in this power-theoretical strategy of unmasking, 
would rather stick with Nietzsche the "philosopher." The goal 
that Nietzsche pursued with a totalized, self-consuming critique 
of ideology, Heidegger wants to reach through a destruction 
of Western metaphvsics that proceeds immanently. Nietzsche 
had spanned the arch of the Dionysian event between Greek 
tragedy and a new mythology. Heidegger's later philosophy 
can be understood as an attempt to displace this even from the 
area of an aestheticallv revitalized mythology to that of philos­
ophy. 1 ~ Heidegger is faced hrst of all with the task of pui:ting 
philosophy in the place that art occupies in Nietzsche (as a 
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countermovement to nihilism), in order then to transform 
philosophical thinking in such a way that it can become the 
area for the ossification and the renewal of the Dionysian forces 
- he wants to describe the emergence and overcoming of 
nihilism as the beginning and end of metaphysics. 

Heidegger's first Nietzsche lecture is entitled "The Will to 
Power as Art." It is based above all on the posthumous frag­
ments, which in their compilation by Elisabeth Foerster­
Nietzsche were puffed up into an unwritten magnum opus, 
The Will to Power. 43 Heidegger attempts to substantiate the 
thesis that "Nietzsche moves in the orbit of Western philoso­
phy."44 He does call the thinker who "in his metaphysics ... 
reverts to the beginnings of Western philosophy"4

c, and leads 
the countermovement to nihilism an "artist-philosopher." How­
ever, Nietzsche's ideas about the saving power of art are sup­
posed to be "aesthetic" only "at first glance" but "metaphysical 
... according to [their] innermost will."46 Heidegger's classicist 
understanding of art requires this interpretation. Like Hegel, 
he is convinced that art reached its essential end with Roman­
ticism. A comparison with Walter Benjamin would show how 
little Heidegger was influenced by genuine experiences of 
avant-garde art. And so he was also unable to grasp why it is 
that only a subjectivistically heightened and radically differ­
entiated art, which consistently develops the meaning proper 
to the aesthetic dimension out of the self-experience of a de­
centered subjectivity, recommends itself as the inaugurator of 
a new rnythology. 17 Thus, he has little difficulty in imagining 
the leveling of the "aesthetic phenomenon" and the assimila­
tion of art to metaphysics. The beautiful allows Being to show 
forth: "Both beauty and truth are related to Being, indeed by 
way of unveiling the Being of beings." 1

H 

Later on this will read: The poet proclaims the holy, which 
~·eveals itself to the thinker. Poetry and thinking are of course 
mterclependent, but in the end it is poetry that stems from 
thinking in its initial stages.49 

Once art has been ontologized in this way/'0 philosophy must 
again take on the task that it had handed over to art in Ro­
manticism, namely, creating an equivalent for the unifying 
power of religion, in order effectively to counter the diremp-

I 

J 

99 
The Entry into Postrnodernity: Nietzsche 

tions of modernity. Nietzsche had entrusted the overcoming of 
nihilism to the aesthetically revived Dionysian myth. Heidegger 
projects this Dionysian happening onto the screen of a critique 
of metaphysics, which thereby takes on world-historical 
significance. 

Now it is Being that has withdrawn itself from beings and 
that announces its indeterminate arrival by an absence made 
palpable and by the mounting pain of deprival. Thinking, 
which stalks Being through the destiny of the forgetfulness of 
Being to which Western philosophy has been doomed, has a 
catalytic function. The thinking that simultaneously emerges 
out of metaphysics, inquires into the origins of metaphysics, 
and transcends the limits of metaphysics from inside no longer 
shares in the self-confidence of a reason boasting of its own 
autonomy. To be sure, the different strata within which Being 
is buried have to be excavated. But the work of destruction, in 
contrast with the power of reflection, serves to train one in a 
new heteronomy. It focuses its energy singlemindedly on the 
self-overcoming and the self-renunciation of a subjectivity that 
has to learn perseverance and is supposed to dissolve in hu­
mility. As for reason itself, it can only be exercised in the baleful 
activity of forgetting and expelling. Even memory lacks the 
power to promote the return of what has been exiled. As a 
result, Being can only come about as a fateful dispensation; 
those who are in need can at most hold themselves open and 
prepared for it. Heidegger's critique of reason ends in the 
distancing radicality of a change in orientation that is all-per­
vasive but empty of content - away from autonomy and to­
ward a self-surrender to Being, which supposedly leaves 
behind the opposition between autonomy and heteronomy. 

Bataille's Nietzsche-inspired critique of reason takes another 
tack. It, too employs the concept of the sacred for those de­
centering experiences of ambivalent rapture in which a hard­
ened subjectivity transgresses its boundaries. The actions of 
religious sacrifice and of erotic fusion, in which the subject 
seeks to be "loosed from its relatedness to the I" and to make 
room for a reestablished "continuity of Being," are exemplary 
for him. 5 1 Bataille, too, pursues the traces of a primordial force 
that could heal the discontinuity or rift between the rationally 
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disciplined world of work and the outlawed other of reason. 
He imagines this overpowering return to a lost continuity as 
the eruption of elements opposed to reason, as a breath-taking 
act of self-de-limiting. In this process of dissolution, the mon­
adically closed-off sul~jcctivity of self-assertive and mutually 
objectifying individuals is dispossessed and cast down into the 
abvss. 

/ 

Bataille does not approach this Dionysian violence directed 
against the principle of individuation by way of the restrained 
path of a self-overcoming of knowledge that is caught up in 
metaphysics, but by way of an empirical and analytic grasp of 
phenomena associated with the self-transgression and self-ex­
tinction of the purposive-rational sul~ject. He is obviously in­
terested in the Bacchanalian traits of an orgiastic ~will to power 
- the creative and exuberant activity of a mighty will mani­
fested as much in play, dance, rapture, and giddiness as in the 
kinds of stimulation aroused by destruction, by viewing pain 
that incites cruelty and pleasure, by witnessing violent death. 
The curious gaze with which Bataille patiently dissects the limit 
experiences of ritual sacrifice and sexual love is guided and 
informed by an aesthetics of terror. The years-long follower 
and later opponent of Andre Breton does not, like Heidegger, 
pass by the foundational aesthetic experience of Nietzsche, but 
follows out the radicalization of this experience into surrealism. 
Like one possessed, Bataille investigates those ambivalent, 
oflputting emotional reactions of shame, loathing, shock; he 
analyzes the sadistic satisfaction released by sudden, injurious, 
intrusive, violently intervening impressions. In these explosive 
stimuli arc joined the countervailing tendencies of longing and 
of horrified withdrawal into paralyzing fascination. Loathing, 
disgust, and horror fuse with lust, attraction, and craving. The 
consciousness exposed to these rending ambivalences enters a 
sphere beyond comprehension. The Surrealists wanted to 
arouse this state of shock with aggressively employed aesthetic 
means. Bataille pursues the traces of this "profane illumina­
tion" (Benjamin) right back to the taboos regarding the human 
corpse, cannibalism, naked bodies, menstrual bleeding, incest, 
and so on. 

I 

I 
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These anthropological investigations, which we shall con­
sider below, provide the starting point for a theory of S()Ver­
eignty. Just as Nietzsche did in the Grnealog)' o{ Morals, so 
Bataillc studies the demarcating and ever fuller extirpating of 
everything heterogeneous by which the modern world of pur­
posively rational labor, consumption, and domination is con­
stituted. He does not avoid constructing a history of Western 
reason which, like Hcidegger's critique of metaphysics, por­
trays modernity as an epoch of depletion. But in Bataille's 
account the heterogeneous, extraneous elements appear not in 
the guise of an apocalyptically fateful dispensation, mystically 
tacked on, but as subversive forces that can only be convulsively 
released if they are unfettered within a libertarian socialistic 
society. 

Paradoxically, Bataille fights for the rights of this renewal of 
the sacral with the tools of scientific analysis. By no means does 
he regard methodical thought as suspect. "No one [can] pose 
the problem of religion if he starts out from arbitrary solutions 
not allowed by the present climate of exactitude. Insofar as I talk 
about internal experience and not about objects, I am not a 
man of science; but the moment I talk about objects, I do so 
with the unavoidable rigor of the scientist. "''2 

Bataille is separated from Heidegger both by his access to a 
genuinely aesthetic experience (from which he draws the con­
cept of the sacred) and by his respect for the scientific character 
of the knowledge that he would like to enlist in the service of 
his analysis of the sacred. At the same time, if one considers 
their respective contributions to the philosophical discourse of 
modernity, there are parallels between the two thinkers. The 
structural similarities can be explained by the fact that Heideg­
ger and Bataille want to meet the same challenge in the wake 
of Nietzsche. They both want to carry out a radical critique of 
reason- one that attacks the roots of the critique itself. Similar 
constraints on argumentation result from this agreement about 
the posing of the problem. 

To begin with, the object of the critique has to be determined 
sharply enough so that we can recognize in it subject-centered 
reason as the principle of modernity. Heidcgger picks the ob­
jectifying thought of the modern sciences as his point of de-
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parture; Bataille, the purposively rational behavior of the 
capitalist enterprise and of the bureaucratized state apparatus 
as his. The one, Heidegger, investigates the basic ontological 
concepts of the philosophy of consciousness in order to lay 
bare the will to technical control of objectified processes as the 
underlying impulse governing the train of thought from Des­
cartes to Nietzsche. Subjectivity and reification distort our view 
of the unmanipulable. The other, Bataille, investigates the im­
peratives to utility and efficiency, to which work and consump­
tion have been ever more exclusively subordinated, in order 
to identify within industrial production an inherent tendency 
toward self-destruction in all modern societies. Rationalized 
societies hinder the unproductive spending and generous 
squandering of accumulated wealth. 

Since such totalizing critique of reason has given up all hope 
of a dialectic of enlightenment, what falls under this totalizing 
critique is so comprehensive that the other of reason, the coun­
terforce of Being or of sovereignty, can no longer be conceived 
of only as repressed and split-off moments of reason itself. 
Consequently, like Nietzsche, Heidegger and Bataille must 
reach beyond the origins of Western history back to archaic 
times in order to rediscover the traces of the Dionysian, 
whether in the thought of the pre-Socratics or in the state of 
excitement surrounding sacred rites of sacrifice. It is here that 
they have to identify those buried, rationalized-away experi­
ences that are to fill the abstract terms "Being" and "sover­
eignty" with life. Both are just names to start with. They have 
to be introduced as concepts contrasting with reason in such a 
way that they remain resistant to any attempts at rational in­
corporation. "Being" is defined as that which has withdrawn 
itself from the totality of beings that can be grasped and known 
as something in the objective world; "sovereignty" as that which 
has been excluded from the world of the useful and calculable. 
These primordial forces appear in images of a plenitude that 
is to be bestowed but is now withheld, missing - of a wealth 
that awaits expending. Whereas reason is characterized by cal­
culating manipulation and valorization, its counterpart can 
only be portrayed negatively, as what is simply unmanipulable I 
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and not valorizable - as a medium into which the subject can 
plunge if it gives itself up and transcends itself as subject. 

The two moments - that of reason and that of its other -
stand not in opposition pointing to a dialectical Aufhebung, but 
in a relationship of tension characterized by mutual repug­
nance and exclusion. Their relationship is not constituted by 
the dynamics of repression that could be reversed by counter­
vailing processes of self-reflection or of enlightened practice. 
Instead, reason is delivered over to the dynamics of withdrawal 
and of retreat, of expulsion and proscription, with such im­
potence that narrow-minded subjectivity can never, by its own 
powers of anamnesis and of analysis, reach what escapes it or 
holds itself at a remove from it. Self-reflection is sealed off 
from the other of reason. There reigns a play of forces of a 
metahistorical or cosmic sort, which calls for an effort of a 
different observance altogether. In Heidegger, the paradoxical 
effort of a reason transcending itself takes on the chiliastic 
form of an urgent meditation conjuring up the dispensation 
of Being, whereas, with his heterological sociology of the sa­
cred, Bataille promises himself enlightenment about, but ulti­
mately no influence over, the transcendent play of forces. 

Both authors develop their theory by way of a narrative 
reconstruction of the history of Western reason. Heidegger, 
who interprets reason as self-consciousness in line with motifs 
from the philosophy of the subject, conceives of nihilism as the 
expression of a technical world-mastery loosed in totalitarian 
fashion. The ill fate of metaphysical thought is supposed to 
culminate in this way - a thought that was set in motion by 
the question about Being, but that more and more loses sight 
of what is essential in view of the totality of reified entities. 
Bataille, who interprets reason as labor in line with motifs from 
praxis philosophy, conceives of nihilism as the consequence of 
a compulsive accumulation process. The ill fate of surplus 
production that at first still served celebratory and sovereign 
exuberance, but then uses up ever more resources for the 
purpose of just raising the level of productivity, culminates in 
this way: Extravagance changes into productive consumption 
and removes the basis for creative, self-transcending 
sovereignty. 
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Forgetfulness of Being and the expulsion of the outlawed 
part arc the two dialectical images that have till now inspired 
all those attempts to dissociate the critique of reason from the 
pattern of a dialectic of enlightenment and to raise the other 
of reason to a court of appeal before which modernity can be 
called to order. In what follows, 1 will examine whether Hci­
deggcr's later philosophy (and the productive continuation of 
his philosophical mysticism by Den-ida), on the one hand, and 
Bataille's general economy (and Foucault's genealogy of knowl­
edge grounded on a theory of power), on the other - these 
t\\·o ways suggested by ;\lietzsche - really lead us out of the 
philosophy of the subject. 

Heidcggcr has resolutely ontologizcd art and bet everything 
on the one card: a movement of thought that liberates by 
destroying, that is supposed to overcome metaphysics on its 
own ground. He thereby evades the aporias of a self-referential 
critique of reason that is bound to undermine its own foun­
dations. He gives an ontological turn to Dionysian messianism; 
with this he tics himself to the style of thought and the mode 
of reasoning of Ursprungsplzilosoplzic in such a way that he can 
onlv overcome the foundationalism of Husserlian phenomen­
ologv at the price of a foundationalizing of history, which leads 
into a void. Heidegger tries to break out of the enchanted 
circle of the philosophy of the subject by setting its foundations 
aHow temporally. The superfoundationalism of a historv of 
Being abstracted from all concrete history shows that he re­
mains fixated on the thinking he negates. By contrast, Bataillc 
remains faithful to an authentic aesthetic experience and. opens 
himself to a realm of phenomena in which subject-centered 
reason can be opened up to its other. To be sure, he cannot 
admit the modern provenance of this experience out of sur­
realism; he has to transplant it into an archaic context with the 
help of anthropological theories. Thus, Bataillc pursues the 
project of a scientific analysis of the sacred and of a general 
economv. which are supposed to illuminate the world-historical 
proce.ss of rationalization and the possibility of a finali-c\·ersal. 
In this w<n, he gets into the same dilemma as Nietzsche: His 
theory of power cannot satisfv the claim to scientific objectivirv 
and, at the same time, put into effect the program of a total 
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and hence self-referential critique of reason that also affects 
the truth of theoretical propositions. 

Before 1 follow the two paths opened up by Nietzsche and 
traveled by Heideggcr and Bataille into postmodernity, I would 
like to pause to consider a course of thought which, viewed 
from that perspective, would seem to retard development: 
Horkheimer and Adorno's ambiguous attempt at a dialectic of 
enlightenment that would satisfy ;-..Jietzsche's radical critique of 
reason. 



v 
The Entwinement of Myth 
and Enlightenment: Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor 
Adorno 

The "dark" writers of the bourgeoisie, such as Machiavelli, 
Hobbes, and Mandeville, always had an appeal for Max Hork­
heimer, who was influenced by Schopenhauer early in his ca­
reer. These writers still thought in a constructive way; and 
there were lines leading from their disharmonies to Marx's 
social theory. The "black" writers of the bourgeoisie, foremost 
among them the Marquis de Sade and Nietzsche, broke these 
ties. In their blackest book, Dialectic of Enlightenment, Hork­
heimer and Theodor Adorno joined with these writers to con­
ceptualize the Enlightenment's process of self-destruction. On 
their analysis, it is no longer possible to place hope in the 
liberating force of enlightenment. Inspired by Benjamin's now 
ironic hope of the hopeless, they still did not want to relinquish 
the now paradoxical labor of conceptualization. We no longer 
share this mood, this attitude. And yet under the sign of a 
Nietzsche revitalized by poststructuralism, moods and attitudes 
are spreading that are confusingly like those of Horkheimer 
and Adorno. I would like to forestall this confusion. 

Dialectic of Enlightenment is an odd book. A substantial part 
of it is composed of notes taken by Gretel Adorno during 
discussions between Horkheimer and Adorno in Santa Monica, 
California. The text was completed in 1944 and published 
three years later by the Querido Press in Amsterdam. Copies 
of the first edition were available for almost twenty years. The 
impact of this book- through which Horkheimer and Adorno 
exercised a special influence upon the intellectual development 
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of the Federal Republic of Germany, especially in its first two 
decades - stands in a curious relation to the number of its 
purchasers. Odd, too, is the composition of the book. It com­
prises an essay of something over fifty pages, two excursuses, 
and three appendixes. The latter take up more than half the 
text. This rather unperspicuous form of presentation renders 
the clear structure of its train of thought almost undiscernible 
at first glance. 

I shall therefore begin by explaining its two central theses 
(1). What interests me in regard to the contemporary situation 
stems from Horkheimer and Adorno's appreciation of mod­
ernity - why they want to enlighten the Enlightenment about 
itself in a radical way (II). Nietzsche was the great model for 
the critique of ideology's totalizing self-overcoming. Compar­
ing Horkheimer and Adorno with Nietzsche is not only instruc­
tive in regard to the contrary orientations with which the two 
sides pursue their critiques of culture (III); but it also raises 
doubts about the repeated self-reflection on the part of the 
Enlightenment itself (IV). 

I 

In the tradition of the Enlightenment, enlightened thinking 
has been understood as an opposition and counterforce to 
myth. As opposition, because it opposes the unforced force of 
the better argument to the authoritarian normativity of a tra­
dition interlinked with the chain of the generations; as counter­
force, because by insights gained individually and transposed 
into motives, it is supposed to break the spell of collective 
powers. Enlightenment contradicts myth and thereby escapes 
its violence. 1 Horkheimer and Adorno put forward the thesis 
of a secret complicity to challenge this opposition, of which 
enlightened thinking is so certain: "Myth is already enlight­
enment; and enlightenment reverts to mythology."2 This thesis, 
announced in the preface, is developed in the title essay and 
documented in the form of an interpretation of the Odyssey. 

The anticipated objection of philologists to the effect that 
the authors incur a petitio principii with their choice of a late 
elaboration in epic form of a mythic tradition already clistan-
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tiated by Homer is turned to methodological advantage: "'The 
myths have been deposited in the various layers of the Homeric 
narrative. But the account given of them there, the unity 
wrested from the diffuse sagas, is also a description of the 
retreat of the individual from the mythic powers" (DE, p. 46). 
The primal history of a subjectivity that wrests itself free from 
the power of mythic forces is reflected in the adventures of 
Odysseus, who has been driven off course in a double sense. 
The mythic world is not the homeland, but the labyrinth from 
which one has to escape for the sake of one's own identity: "It 
is homesickness that gives rise to the adventures through which 
subjectivity (whose fundamental history is presented in the 
Od)'sse_y) escapes from the prehistoric world. The quintessential 
paradox of the epic resides in the fact that the notion of the 
homeland is opposed to myth- which the fascist would f~llsely 
present as homeland" (DE, p. 78). 

To be sure, the mythic narratives call the individual back to 

genealogical origins mediated'by generational chains; but the 
ritual enactments that are supposed to bridge over and heal 
the guilt-laden remoteness of the origins simultaneously 
deepen the rift. :I The myth of origin involves the double meaning 
of "'springing from": a shudder at being uprooted and a sigh 
of relief at escaping. Consequently, Horkheimer and Adorno 
pursue the cunning of Odysseus into the intimacy of sacrificial 
acts; a moment of deception is intrinsic to the latter inasmuch 
as, by offering a symbolically revalued vicarious victim, people 
buy off the curse of vengeful powers. 4 This layer of myth marks 
the ambivalence of a mode of consciousness for which ritual 
practice is both reality and illusion. The regenerative force of 
a ritual return to origins (which, as Durkheim has shown, 
guarantees social solidarity) is vitally necessary for collective 
consciousness. But the sheerly illusionary character of the re­
turn to origins, from which at the same time the member of 
the tribal collectivity has to escape by being formed into an 
ego, is no less necessary. Thus, the primal powers, which are 
hallowed and outsmarted at the same time, already occupy a 
first stage of enlightenment in the primal history of subjectivity 
(DE, p. 60). 
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It would amount to successful enlightenment if distantiation 
from origins meant liberation. But mythic power proves to be 
a retarding moment that checks the emancipation striven for 
and keeps on prolonging ties to one's origins that are also 
experienced as imprisonment. Hence, Horkheimer and 
Adorno call the entire process, suspended between the two 
sides, "enlightenment." And this process of gaining mastery 
over mythic forces is supposed to call forth, in fateful fashion, 
the return of myth at each new stage. Enlightenment is sup­
posed to relapse into mythology. The authors also attempt to 
confirm this thesis in connection with the Odyssry's stage of 
COnSCIOUSness. 

They go through the Odyssey episode by episode to discover 
the price paid by the experienced Odysseus for his ego to issue 
from the adventures he has undergone just as strengthened 
and stabilized as Spirit does from the experiences of conscious­
ness, as reported by Hegel the phenomenologist (with the same 
intent as Horner the epic writer). The episodes tell of danger, 
cunning, and escape, and of the self-imposed renunciaton by 
which the ego, learning to master danger, gains its own identity 
and takes leave of the bliss of archaic union with internal and 
externa] nature. The Sirens' song recalls happiness once guar­
anteed by the "fluctuating relationship with nature"; Odysseus 
surrenders to their seductions as one who already knows him­
self in chains: "Man's domination over himself, which grounds 
his selfbood, is almost always the destruction of the subject in 
whose service it is undertaken; for the substance which is dom­
inated, suppressed and dissolved through self-preservation is 
none other than that very life as a function of which the 
achievements of self-preservation are defined; it is, in fact, what 
is to be preserved" (DE, p. 54). This figure of human beings 
shaping their identity by learning to dominate external nature 
at the cost of repressing their internal nature supplies the 
model for a description under which the process of enlight­
enment reveals its Janus-face; the price of renunciation, of 
self-concealment, of interrupted communication between the 
ego and its own nature (now anonymous, as the id) is construed 
as a consequence of the introversion of sacrifice. The ego, 
which had once outsmarted mythic destiny, is again overtaken 
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by the latter as soon as it finds it necessary to introject the 
sacrifice: "The identically persistent self which arises in the 
abrogation of sacrifice immediately becomes an unyielding, 
rigidified sacrificial ritual that man celebrates upon himself by 
opposing his consciousness to the natural context" (DE, p. 54). 

The human race has removed itself even further from its 
origins in the world-historical process of enlightenment, and 
yet it has not dissolved the mythic compulsion to repetition. 
The modern, fully rationalized world is only seemingly disen­
chanted; there rests upon it the curse of demonic reification 
and deadly isolation. In the paralyzing effects of an idling 
emancipation is expressed the revenge of primordial forces 
upon those who had to emancipate themselves and yet could 
not escape. The compulsion toward rational domination of 
externally impinging natural forces has set the subject upon 
the course of a formative process that heightens productive 
forces without limit for the sake of sheer self-preservation, but 
lets the forces of reconciliation that transcend mere self-pre­
servation atrophy. The permanent sign of enlightenment is 
domination over an o~jectified external nature and a repressed 
internal nature. 

Thus, Horkheimer and Adorno play a variation on the well­
known theme of Max Weber, who sees the ancient, disen­
chanted gods rising from their graves in the guise of deper­
sonalized forces to resume the irreconcilable struggles between 
the demons." 

The reader who resists being overwhelmed by the rhetoric 
of the Dialectic of' Enlightenment, who steps back and takes seri­
ously the thoroughly philosophic claim of the text, can get the 
impression that the thesis treated here is no less risky than 
Nietzsche's similarly posed diagnosis of nihilism; that the au­
thors arc aware of this risk and, contrary to first appearances, 
make a consistent attempt to ground their critique of culture; 
but that in doing so they bring abstractions and simplifications 
into the bargain that make the plausibility of their cause prob­
!ematic. First of all, I want to examine whether this impression 
1s correct. 

Reason itself destroys the humanity it first made possible -
this far-reaching thesis, as we have seen, is grounded in the 
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first excursus by the fact that from the very start the process of 
enlightenment is the result of a drive to self-preservation that 
mutilates reason, because it lays claim to it only in the form of 
a purposive-rational mastery of nature and instinct- precisely 
as instrumental reason. This does not yet prove that reason 
remains subordinated to the dictates of purposive rationality 
right into its most recent products - modern science, univer­
salistic ideas of justice and morality, autonomous art. The title 
essay on the concept of enlightenment, the excursus on enlight­
enment and morality, and the appendix on the culture industry 
are devoted to demonstrating just this. 

Adorno and Horkheimer are convinced that modern scirnce 
came into its own in logical positivism, that it has rejected any 
emphatic claim to theoretical knowledge in favor of technical 
utility: "What is abandoned is the whole claim and approach 
of knowledge: to comprehend the given as such; not merely 
to determine the abstract spatiotemporal relations of the facts, 
which allow us to come to grips with them, but on the contrary 
to conceive them as the superficies, as mediated conceptual 
moments which come to fulfillment only in the development 
of their social, historical, and human significance" (DE, pp. 26-
27). The critique of the positivist understanding of science 
deployed earlier is heightened here into the totalized reproach 
that the sciences themselves have been absorbed by instrumen­
tal reason. In addition, Horkheimer and Adorno want to show, 
along lines furnished by the Histoirr de Juliette and the Genealogy 
of Morals, that reason has been driven out of morality and law 
because, with the collapse of religious-metaphysical world 
views, all normative standards have lost their credit before the 
single remaining authority - science: "Not to have glossed 
over or suppressed but to have trumpeted far and wide the 
impossibility of deriving from reason any fundamental argu­
ment against murder is what fired the hatred which progres­
sives (and they precisely) still direct against Sade and Nietzsche" 
(DE, p. 118). And again: 'They have not pretended that for­
malistic reason is more closely allied to morality than to im­
morality" (DE, pp. 117-118). Their earlier critique of 
metaethical reinterpretations of morality turns into a sarcastic 
agreement with ethical scepticism. 
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Finally, Horkheimer and Adorno want to demonstrate with 
their analysis of mass culture that art fused with entertainment 
has been hobbled in its innovative force and emptied of all 
critical and utopian content: "That factor in a work of art which 
enables it to transcend reality certainly cannot be detached 
from style; but it does not consist of the harmony actually 
realized, of any doubtful unity of form and content, within 
and without, of individual and society; it is to be found in those 
features in which discrepancy appears - in the necessary fail­
ure of the passionate striving for identity. Instead of exposing 
itself to this failure in which the style of the great work of art 
has always achieved self-negation, the inferior work has always 
relied on its similarity with others - on a surrogate identity. 
In the culture industry this imitation finally becomes absolute" 
(DE, pp. 130-131 ). Their earlier critique of the merely aftl.r­
mative character of bourgeois culture mounts up to impotent 
rage at the ironic justice of the putatively nonrevisable judg­
ment that mass culture passes on an art that has always also 
been ideological. 

Thus, in respect to science, morality, and art, the argument 
follm,·s the same figure: Already the separation of cultural 
domains, the collapse of the substantive reason still incorpo­
rated in religion and metaphysics, so greatly disempowers the 
moments of reason (as isolated and robbed of their coherence) 
that they regress to a rationality in the service of self-preser­
vation gone wild. In cultural modernity, reason gets definitively, 
stripped of its validity claim and assimilated to sheer power. 
The critical capacitv to take up a "Yes" or "No" stance and to 
distinguish between 'a lid and invalid propositions is undermined 
as power and valid it v claims enter into a turbid fusion. 

If one reduces th'e critique of instrumental reason to this 
core, it becomes clearjust why the Dialectic ofFnliglztemnenl has 
to oversimplify its image of modernity so astoundingly. Cul­
tural modernity's specific dignity is constituted by what Max 
\Yeber called the differentiation of value spheres in accord 
with their own logics. The power of negation and the capacity 
to discriminate between "Yes" and ""No" is not so much crippled 
bv this as reinforced. For now questions of truth, of justice, 
and of taste can be worked out and unfolded in accord with 
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their own proper logics. It is true that with the capitalist econ­
omy and the modern state the tendency to incorporate all 
questions of validity into the limited horizon of purposive ra­
tionality proper to subjects interested in self-preservation and 
to self-maintaining systems is also strengthened. But the far 
from contemptible compulsion toward the progressive differ­
entiation of a reason that, moreover, assumes a procedural 
form - a compulsion induced by the rationalization of world 
views and lifeworlds - competes with this inclination toward 
a social regression of reason. The formation of expert cultures, 
within which carefully articulated spheres of validity help the 
claims to propositional truth, normative rightness, and authen­
ticity, attain their own logic (as well, of course, as their own life, 
esoteric in character and endangered in being split off from 
ordinary communicative practice); and this development com­
petes with the naturalistic assimilation of validity claims to 
power claims and the destruction of our critical capacities. 

.:The Dialectic of ~'nlightenment does not do justice to the ra­
tional content of cultural modernity that was captured in bour­
geois ideals (and also instrumentalized along with them). I am 
thinking here of the specific theoretical dynamic that contin­
ually pushes the sciences, and even the self-reflection of the 
sciences, be_vond merely engendering technically useful knowl­
edge; I am referring, further, to the universalistic foundations 
of law and morality that have also been incorporated (in how­
ever distorted and incomplete a fashion) into the institutions 
of constitutional government, into the forms of democratic will 
formation, and into individualist patterns of identity forma­
tion; I have in mind, finally, the productivity and explosive 
power of basic aesthetic experiences that a subjectivity liberated 
from the imperatives of purposive activity and from conven­
tions of quotidian perception gains from its own decentering 
- experiences that are presented in works of avant-garde art, 
that are articulated in the discourses of art criticism, and that 
also achieve a certain measure of illuminating effect (or at least 
contrast effects that are instructive) in the innovatively en­
riched range of values proper to self-realization. 

lf these key terms were to be sufficiently elaborated for the 
purposes of my argument, they could support the intuitive 
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impression of, to put it cautiously, the incompleteness and one­
sidedness left by a first reading of this book. The reader cor­
rectly gets the feeling that the oversimplified presentation fails 
to notice essential characteristics of cultural modernity. But 
then a question arises as to motives that could have led Hork­
heimer and Adorno to commence their critique of enlighten­
ment at such a depth that the project of enlightenment itself is 
endangered. Dialectic of Enlightenment holds out scarcely any 
prospect for an escape from the myth of purposive rationality 
that has turned into objective violence. To clarify this question, 
I want flrst to identify the place assumed by Marx's critique of 
ideology in the process of enlightenment as a whole, in order 
to flnd out why Horkheimer and Adorno believed they had 
both to give up and to supersede this type of critique. 

II 

Up to this point we have become, familiar with the mythic mode 
of thought only under the aspect of the ambiguous comport­
ment of the subject toward the primordial powers, that is, from 
the viewpoint central to the formation of identity - emanci­
pation. Horkheimer and Adorno conceive of enlightenment as 
the unsuccessful attempt to spring from the powers of fate. 
The curse of mythic violence still overtakes the one escaping 
in the guise of the desolate emptiness of emancipation. A dif­
ferent dimension to the description both of mythic and of en­
lightened thinking is articulated only in a few passages where 
the path of demythologization is defined as a transformation 
and differentiation of basic concepts. Myth owes the totalizing 
power with which it integrates all superficially perceived phe­
nomena into a network of correspondences, similarities, and 
contrasts to basic concepts that render consistent with one an­
other categories that are no longer compatible in the modern 
understanding of the world. For example, language, the me­
dium of presentation, is not yet abstracted from reality to such 
an extent that the conventional sign is completely separate 
from its semantic content and its referents; the linguistic world 
view remains interwoven with the order of the world. Mythic 
traditions cannot be revised without danger to the order of 
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things and to the identity of the tribe set within it. Categories 
of validity such as "true" and "false," "good" and "evil," are 
still blended with empirical concepts like exchange, causality, 
health, substance, and wealth. Magical thinking does not allow 
for basic conceptual distinctions between things and persons, 
inanimate and animate; between objects that can be manipu­
lated and agents to whom we ascribe actions and linguistic 
utterances. Only demythologization dispels this enchantment, 
which appears to us to be a confusion between nature and 
culture. The process of enlightenment leads to the clesociali­
zation of nature and the denaturalization of the human world; 
we can conceive of this with Piaget as a decentering of world view. 

The traditional world view ultimately gets temporalized and 
can be distinguished as a variable interpretation from the world 
itself. This external world is differentiated into the objective 
world of entities and the social world of norms (or normatively 
regulated interpersonal relations); they both stand in contrast 
to each person's own internal world of subjective experiences. 
As Max Weber has shown, this process proceeds by the ration­
alization of world views that, as religion and metaphysics, are 
themselves the result of demythologization. Where (as in the 
Western tradition) rationalization does not stop at basic theo­
logical and metaphysical concepts, the sphere of validity rela­
tions is not only purified of empirical admixtures but also gets 
internally differentiated in terms of the viewpoints proper to 
truth, normative rightness, and subjective truthfulness or 
authenticity. 6 

If one describes the process suspended between myth and 
enlightenment in this way, as the formation of a decentered 
understanding of the world, the place where the procedure of 
ideology critique enters into this elrama can also be specified. 
Only when contexts of meaning and reality, when internal and 
external relationships have been unmixed, only when science, 
morality, and art are each specialized in one validity claim, when 
each follows its own respective logic and is cleansed of all cos­
mological, theological, and cultic dross - only then can the 
suspicion arise that the autonomy of validity claimed by a the­
ory (whether empirical or normative) is an illusion because 
secret interests and power claims have crept into its pores. 
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Critique, which is inspired by such a susp1oon, attempts to 
supply the proof that the .\usjJectnl theory expresses a tergo, and 
within the vcrv propositions for \\'hich it frontallv makes valid­
ity claims, dependencies it could not admit without a loss of 
credibilitv. Critique becomes ideology critique when it attempts 
to show that the validity of a theory has not been adequately 
dissociated from the context in which it emerged; that behind 
the back of the thcorv there lies hidden an inadmissible mixture 
of power and validity, and that it still owes its reputation to this. 
Ideology critique wants to show how, on a level for which this 
painstaking distinction between contexts of meaning and con­
texts of reality is constitutive, precisely these internal and ex­
ternal relationships are confused- and that they are confused 
because validity claims are determined by relationships of 
power. Ideology critique itself is not a theory competing with 
some other theory; it simply makes use of certain theoretical 
assumptions. Thus equipped, it disputes the truth of a suspicious 
theory by exposing its untruthfulness. It advances the process of 
enlightenment by showing that a theory presupposing a dc­
nwthologized understanding of the world is still ensnared by 
myth, by pointing out a putatively overcome category mistake. 

With this kind of critique, enlightenment becomes reflective 
for the first time; it is performed with respect to its own prod­
ucts - theories. Yet the elrama of enlightenment first arrives 
at its climax when ideology critique itself comes under suspicion 
of not producing (any more) truths -and the enlightenment 
attains second-order ref1ectivcness. Then doubt reaches out to 
include reason, whose standards ideology critique had found 
already given in bourgeois ideals and had simply taken at their 
word. Dialectic of Enlightenment takes this step - it renders 
critique independent even in relation to its own foundations. 
Why do Horkheimer and Adorno sec themselves compelled to 
take this step? 

Critical Theory was intitially developed in Horkheimer's cir­
cle to think through political disappointments at the absence 
of revolution in the West, the development of Stalinism in 
Soviet Russia, and the victory of fascism in Germany. It was 
supposed to explain mistaken Marxist prognoses, but without 
breaking with Marxist intentions. Against this background it 
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becomes intelligible hmv the impression could indeed get es­
tablished in the darkest years of the Second World War that 
the last sparks of reason were being extinguished from this 
reality and had left the ruins of a civilization in collapse without 
any hope. The idea of a natural history, which the young 
Adorno had taken up from Benjamin,' seemed to have been 
realized in an unforeseen manner. In the moment of its most 
extreme acceleration, history congealed into nature and faded 
into the Golgotha of a hope become unrecognizable. 

Such explanations in terms of contemporary history and 
psychology can be of interest in theoretical contexts only to the 
extent that they provide hints of a systematic motive. As a 
matter of fact, political experiences had to affect the basic 
assumptions of historical materialism upon which the Frank­
furt circle was based in the I 930s. 

In one of the "Notes and Drafts" concerning "Philosophy 
and the [Scientific] Division of Labor," which is unsystematically 
tacked on, there is a passage that reads like an interloper from 
the classical period of Critical Theory. Philosophy, it says, 
"knows of no workable abstract rules or goals to replace those 
at present in force. It is immune to the suggestion of the status 
quo precisely because z't accepts bourgeois ideals without rnaking any 
allowances. These ideals may be those still proclaimed, though 
in distorted form, by the representatives of the status quo; or 
those which, however much they may have been tinkered about 
with, are still recognizable as the objective meaning of existing 
institutions, whether technical or cultural" (DE, p. 243). Thus, 
Horkheimer and Adorno recall the figure from Marx's ideol­
ogy critique which set out from the fact that the potentiality 
for reason expressed in "bourgeois ideals" and sedimented in 
the "objective meaning of institutions" manifests a double face: 
On the one side, it bestows on the ideologies of the dominant 
class the deceptive appearance of being convincing theories; 
on the other, it offers the starting point for an immanent 
critique of structures that elevate to the status of the general 
interest what actually only serves the dominant part of society. 
[Classical] ideology critique deciphered in such misused ideas 
a piece of extant reason hidden from itself; it read these ideas 
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as a directive that could be cashed in by social movements to 
the extent that surplus forces of production were developed. 

In the 1930s, critical theorists had retained a portion of the 
trust (grounded in a philosophy of history) in the rational 
potential of bourgeois culture that was supposed to be released 
under the pressure of developed forces of production. The 
kind of interdisciplinary research program set forth in the 
volumes of the Zeitschrijt fur Sozialforschung (1932-1941) was 
founded on this basis. With reference to the development of 
earlier Critical Theory, Helmut Dubiel has exhibited just why 
this fund of confidence was exhausted at the beginning of the 
1940s, why Horkheimer and Adorno considered Marxian ide­
ology critique bankrupt and no longer believed it possible to 
redeem the promise of a critical theory of society with the tools 
of the social sciences." Instead of this, they pushed for a radi­
calization and self-overcoming of ideology critique, which was 
supposed to enlighten the Enlightenment about itself. The 
preface to Dialectic of Enlightenment begins with this admission: 
"Even though we had known for many years that the great 
discoveries of applied science are paid for with an increasing 
diminution of theoretical awareness, we still thought that in 
regard to scientific activity our contribution could be restricted 
to the criticism or extension of specialist contributions. The­
matically, at any rate, we were to keep to the traditional disci­
plines: to sociology, psychology and epistemology. However, 
the fragments united in this volume show that we were forced 
to abandon this conviction" (DE, p. xi). 

If the cynical consciousness of the "black" writers speaks the 
truth about bourgeois culture, ideology critique does not have 
anything in reserve to which it might appeal; and when the 
forces of production enter into a baneful symbiosis with the 
relations of production that they were supposed to blow wide 
open, there is no longer any dynamism upon which critique 
could base its hope. Horkheimer and Adorno regard the foun­
dations of ideology critique as shattered - and yet they would 
still like to hold on to the basic figure of enlightenment. So 
what enlightenment has perpetrated on myth, they apply to 
the process of enlightenment as a whole. Inasmuch as it turns 
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against reason as the foundation of its own validity, cntique 
becomes total. How is this totalization and independence of 
critique to be understood? 

III 

The suspicion of ideology becomes total, but without any 
change of direction. It is turned not only against the irrational 
function of bourgeois ideals, but against the rational potential 
of bourgeois culture itself, and thus it reaches into the foun­
dations of any ideology critique that proceeds immanently. But 
the goal remains that of producing an effect of unmasking. 
The thought-figure, into which a scepticism regarding reason 
is now worked, remains unchanged: Now reason itself is sus­
pected of the baneful confusion of power and validity claims, 
but still with the intent of enlightening. With their concept of 
"instrumental reason" Horkheimer and Adorno want to add 
up the cost incurred in the usurpation of reason's place by a 
calculating intellect. 9 This concept is simultaneously supposed 
to recall that when purposive rationality, overblown into a to­
tality, abolishes the distinction between what claims validity and 
what is useful for self-preservation, and so tears down the 
barrier between validity and power, it cancels out those basic 
conceptual differentiations to which the modern understand­
ing of the world believed it owed the definitive overcoming of , 
myth. As instrumental, reason assimilated itself to power and 1 

thereby relinquished its critical force - that is the final disclo­
sure of ideology critique applied to itself. To be sure, this 
description of the self-destruction of the critical capacity is 
paradoxical, because in the moment of description it still has 
to make use of the critique that has been declared dead. It 
denounces the Enlightenment's becoming totalitarian with its 
own tools. Adorno was quite aware of this performative con­
tradiction inherent in totalized critique. 

Adorno's Negative Dialectics reads like a continuing explana­
tion of why we have to circle about within this performative 
contradiction and indeed even remain there; of why only the 
insistent, relentless unfolding of this paradox opens up the 
prospect of that magically invoked "mindfulness of nature in 
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the subject in whose fulfillment the unacknowledged truth of 
all culture lies hidden" (DE, p. 40). Twenty-five years after the 
conclusion of Dialectic ofEnlightemnent, Adorno remained faith­
ful to its philosophical impulse and never deviated from the 
paradoxical structure of thinking as totalizing critique. The 
grandeur of this consistency is shown by a comparison with 
~ ietzsche, whose GenealOf.{)' of A1orals had been the great model 
for a second level of reflection on the Enlightenment. Nietzsche 
suppressed the paradoxical structure and explained the com­
plete assimilation of reason to power in modernity with a them)' 
of power that was remythologized out of arbitrary pieces and 
that, in place of the claim to truth, retains no more than the 
rhetorical claim proper to an aesthetic fragment. Nietzsche 
showed how one totalizes critique; but what comes out in the 
end is only that he finds the fusion of validity and power 
scandalous because it impedes a glorified will to power that has 
taken on the connotations of artistic productivity. The com­
parison with Nietzsche makes manifest that no direction is 
inscribed in totalized critique as such. Nietzsche is the one 
among the steadfast theoreticians of unmasking who radicalizes 
the counter-Enlightenment. 10 

The stance of Horkheimer and Adorno toward Nietzsche is 
ambivalent. On the one hand, they attest of him that he was 
"one of the few after Hegel who recognized the dialectic of 
enlightenment" (DE, p. 44). Naturally, they accept the "mer­
ciless doctrine of the identity of domination and reason" (DE, 
p. 119), which is to say, the, approach toward a totalizing self­
overcoming of ideology critique. On the other hand, they can­
not overlook the fact that Hegel is also :\'ietzsche's great anti­
pode. ~ietzsche gives the critique of reason such an affirmative 
twist that even determinate negation - which is to say, the 
verv procedure that Horkheimer and Adorno want to retain 
as the sole exercise, since reason itself has become so shaky­
loses its sting. :\'ietzsche's critique consumes the critical imp~lse 
itself: "As a protest against civilization, the masters' morality 
conversely represents -the oppressed. Hatred of atrophied in­
stincts actually denounces the true nature of the taskmasters 
- which comes to light onlv in their victims. But as a Great 
Pm,-er or state religio~1, the r~rasters' morality wholly subscribes 
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to the civilizing powers that be, the compact majority, resent­
ment and everything that it formerly opposed. The realization 
of Nietzsche's assertions both refutes them and at the same 
time reveals their truth, which - despite all his affirmation of 
life- was inimical to the spirit of reality" (DE, p. 101). 

This ambivalent attitude toward Nietzsche is instructive. It 
also suggests that Dialectic of Enlightenment owes more to 
Nietzsche then just the strategy of an ideology critique turned 
against itself. Indeed, what is unexplained throughout is their 
certain lack of concern in dealing with the (to put it in the 
f(mn of a slogan) achievements of Occidental rationalism. How 
can these two men of the Enlightenment (which they both 
remain) be so unappreciative of the rational content of cultural 
modernity that all they perceive everywhere is a binding of 
reason and domination, of power and validity? Have they also 
let themselves be inspired by Nietzsche in drawing their criteria 
f()r cultural criticism from a basic experience of aesthetic mod­
ernity that has now been rendered independent? 

The similarities in content are at first startling. 11 Point-for­
point correspondences with Nietzsche are found in the con­
struction by which Horkheimer and Adorno underpin their 
"primal history of subjectivity." As soon as humans were robbed 
of their detached instincts, claims Nietzsche, they had to rely 
on their "consciousness," namely, on their apparatus for objec­
tifying and manipulating external nature: "They were reduced 
to thinking, inferring, reckoning, co-ordinating cause and ef­
fect, these unfortunate creatures." 1 ~ In the same stroke, how­
ever, the old instincts had to be tamed, and feelings and desires, 
no longer finding a spontaneous outlet, had to be repressed. 
In the course of this process of reversal of conative direction 
and of internalization, the subjectivity of an inner nature was 
f()rmed under the sign of renunciation or of "bad conscience": 
"All instincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn 

inward - this is what I call the internalization of man: thus it 
was that man first developed what was later called his 'soul'. 
The entire inner world, originally as thin as if it were stretched 
between two membranes, expanded and extended itself, ac­
quired depth, breadth, and height, in the name of measure as 
outward discharge was inhibited."!:\ Finally, the two elements of 
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domination over external and internal nature were bound to­
gether and fixed in the institutionalized dominion of human 
beings over other humans: "The curse of society and of peace" 
is based in all institutions, because they coerce people into 
renunciation: "Those fearful bulwarks with which the political 
organization protected itself against the old instincts of free­
dom- punishments belong among these bulwarks- brought 
about that all these instincts of wild, free, prowling man turned 
backward against man himself." 14 

Similarly, Nietzsche's critique of knowledge and morality an­
ticipates an idea that Horkheimer and Adorno develop in the 
form of the critique of instrumental reason: Behind positiv­
ism's ideals of objectivity and claims to truth, behind univer­
salistic morality's ideals of asceticism and claims to rightness, 
lurk imperatives of self-preservation and domination. A prag­
matist epistemology and a moral psychology unmask theoreti­
cal and practical reason as pure fictions in which power claims 
furnish themselves an effective alibi - with the help of imag­
ination and of the "drive to metaphorize," for which external 
stimuli provide only the occasion for projective responses and 
for a web of interpretations behind which the text disappears 
altogether. 15 

Nietzsche brings out the perspective from which he handles 
modernity in a way different from that of Dialectic of Enlight­
enment. And only this angle explains why objectified nature and 
moralized society sink to correlative forms of appearance of 
the same mythic force, be it of a perverted will to power or of 
instrumental reason. 

This perspective was inaugurated with aesthetic modernity 
and that stubborn self-disclosure (forced by avant-garde art) 
of a decentered subjectivity liberated from all constraints of 
cognition and purposiveness and from all imperatives of labor 
and utility. Nietzsche is not just a contemporary and kindred 
spirit of Mallarme; IG he not only imbibed the late Romantic 
spirit of Richard Wagner; he is the first to conceptualize the 
attitude of aesthetic modernity before avant-garde conscious­
ness assumed objective shape in the literature, painting, and 
music of the twentieth century - and could be elaborated by 
Adorno into an Aesthetic Theory. In the upgrading of the tran-
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sitory, in the celebration of the dynamic, in the glorification of 
the current and the new, there is expressed an aesthetically 
motivated time-consciousness and a longing for an unspoiled, 
inward presence. The anarchist intention of the Surrealists to 
explode the continuum of the story of decline is already oper­
ative in Nietzsche. The subversive force of aesthetic resistance 
that would later feed the reflections of Benjamin and even of 
Peter Weiss, already arises from the experience in Nietzsche 
of rebellion against everything normative. It is this same force 
which neutralizes both the morally good and the practically 
useful, which expresses itself in the dialectic of secret and 
scandal and in the pleasure derived from the horror of pro­
fanation. Nietzsche builds up Socrates and Christ, those ad­
vocates of belief in truth and the ascetic ideal, as his great 
opponents; they are the ones who negate the aesthetic values! 
Nietzsche trusts only in art, "in which precisely the lie is sanc­
tified, the will to deception," 17 and in the terror of the beautiful, 
not to let themselves be imprisoned by the fictive world of 
science and morality. 

Nietzsche enthrones taste, "the Yes and No of the palate," 18 

as the sole organ of "knowledge" beyond truth and falsehood, 
beyond good and evil. He elevates the judgment of taste of the 
art critic into the model for value judgment, for "evaluation." 
The legitimate meaning of critique is that of a value judgment 
that establishes an order of rank, weighs things, and measures 
forces. And all interpretation is evaluation. "Yes" expresses a 
high appraisal; "No" a low one. The "high" and the "low" 
indicate the dimension of yes/no positions in general. 

It is interesting to see how coherently Nietzsche undermines 
the taking of "Yes" and "No" positions on criticizable validity 
claims. First, he devalues the truth of assertive statements and 
the rightness of normative ones, by reducing validity and in­
validity to positive and negative value judgments. He reduces "p 
is true" and "h is right" (that is, the complex statements by 
which we claim validity for propositional statements or for 
ought statements) to simple evaluative statements by which we 
express value appraisals, by which we state that we prefer the 
true to the false and good over evil. Thus, Nietzsche reinter­
prets validity claims into preferences and then poses the ques-
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tion: "Suppose that we prefer truth (and justice): why not 
rather untruth (and injustice)?" 1 ~ 1 The responses to questions 
about the ''value" of truth and justice arc judgments of taste. 

Of course, there could still be an architectonic lurking behind 
these fundamental value appraisals that, as in Schelling, an­
chors the unity of theoretical and practical reason in the faculty 
of aesthetic judgment. ~ictzsche can carry out his complete 
assimilation of reason to power only by removing any cognitive 
status from value judgments and by demonstrating that the 
yes/no positions of value appraisals no longer express validity 
claims, but pure power claims. 

Viewed in terms of language analysis, the next step in the 
argument therefore has the aim of assimilating judgments of 
taste to imperatives, and value appraisals to expressions of will. 
;\lietzsche disputes Kant's analysis of judgments of taste in 
order to ground the thesis that evaluations are necessarily sub­
jective and cannot be linked with a claim to intersubjective 
validity.~0 The illusion of disinterested pleasure and of the 
impersonal character and universality of aesthetic judgment 
arises only from the perspective of the spectator; but from the 
perspective of the producing artist we realize that value ap­
praisals are induced by innovative value positings. The aesthetics 
of production unfolds the experience of the genial artist who 
creates values: From his perspective, value appraisals are dic­
tated by his "value-positing eye."21 Value-positing productivity 
prescribes the law for value appraisal. What is expressed in the 
validity claimed by the judgment of taste is only "the excitement 
of the will by the beautiful." One will responds to another; one 
force takes hold of another. 

This is the route by which Nietzsche arrives at the concept 
of the will to power from the yes/no positions of value apprais­
als, after he has cleansed them of all cognitive claims. The 
beautiful is "the stimulant of the will to power." The aesthetic 
core of the will to power is the capacity of a sensibility that lets 
itself be affected in the greatest possible multiplicity of modes. 2 ~ 

However, if thinking can no longer operate in the element 
of truth, or of validity claims in general,~3 contradiction and 
criticism lose their meaning. To contradict, to negate, now has 
only the sense of"wantirzg to be dijj{?rent." Nietzsche cannot really 
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be satisfied with this in his critique of culture. The latter is not 
supposed to be merely a form of agitation, but to demonstrate 
why it is hdse or incorrect or bad to recognize the sovereignty 
of the ideals of science and universalistic morality, which are 
inimical to life. But once all predicates concerning validity are 
devalued, once it is power and not validity claims that is ex­
pressed in value appraisals - by what criterion shall critique 
still be able to propose discriminations? It must at least be able 
to discriminate between a power that desenJes to be esteemed 
and one that deserves to be devalued. 

A theor)' of power that distinguishes between "active" and 
merely "reactive" forces is supposed to offer a way out of this 
aporia. But Nietzsche cannot admit of the theory of power as 
a theory that can be true or false. He himself moves about, 
according to his own analysis, in a world of illusion, in which 
lighter shadows can be distinguished from darker ones, but 
not reason from unreason. This is, as it were, a world fallen 
back into myth, in which pmvers influence one another and no 
element remains that could transcend the battle of the powers. 
Perhaps it is typical of the ahistorical mode of perception 
proper to aesthetic modernity that particular epochs lose their 
own profile in favor of a heroic affinity of the present with the 
most remote and the most primitive: The decadent strives to 
relate itself in a leap to the barbaric, the wild, and the primitive. 
In any case, Nietzsche's renewal of the framework of the myth 
of origins is suited to this mentality: Authentic culture has been 
in decline already for a long time; the curse of remoteness 
from origins lays upon the present; and so Nietzsche conceives 
of the gathering of a still dawning culture in antiutopian terms 
-as a comeback and a return. 

This framework docs not have a merely metaphorical status; 
it has the systematic role of making room for the paradoxical 
business of a critique disburdened of the mortgages of enlight­
ened thought. That is to say, totalized ideology critique for 
Nietzsche turns into what he calls "genealogical critique." Once 
the critical sense of saying "No" is suspended and the proce­
dure of negation is rendered impotent, Nietzsche goes back to 
the very dimension of the myth of origins that permits a dis­
tinction which affects all other dimensions: What is older is earlier 
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in the generational chain and nearer to the origin. The more 
primordial is considered the more worthy of honor, the pref­
erable, the more unspoiled, the purer: It is deemed better. 
Derivation and descent serve as criteria of rank, in both the social 
and the logical senses. 

In this manner, Nietzsche bases his critique of morality on 
genealogy. He traces the moral appraisal of value, which assigns 
a person or a mode of action a place within a rank ordering 
based on criteria of validity, back to the descent and hence to 
the social rank of the one making the moral judgment: "The 
signpost to the right road was for me the question: what was 
the real etymological significance of the designations for 'good' 
coined in the various languages? I found they all led back to 
the same conceptual transformation - that everywhere 'noble', 
'aristocratic' in the social [stiindisch] sense, is the basic concept 
from which 'good' in the sense of 'with aristocratic soul', 'noble', 
'with a soul of a high order', 'with a privileged soul' necessarily 
developed: a development which always runs parallel to that 
other in which 'common', 'plebeian', 'low' are finally trans­
formed into the concept 'bad'."24 So the genealogical localiza­
tion of powers takes on a critical sense: Those forces with an 
earlier, more noble descent are the active, creative ones, 
whereas a perverted will to power is expressed in the forces of 
later, lower, and reactive descent. 25 

With this, Nietzsche has in hand the conceptual means by 
which he can denounce the prevalence of the belief in reason 
and of the ascetic ideal, of science and of morality, as a merely 
factual victory (though of course decisive for the fate of mod­
ernity) of lower and reactionary forces. As is well known, they 
are supposed to have arisen from the resentment of the weaker 
and "the protective and healing instinct of a degenerating 
life."26 

IV 

We have pursued totalizing crltlque applied to itself in two 
variants. Horkheimer and Adorno find themselves in the same 
embarrassment as Nietzsche: If they do not want to renounce 
the effect of a final unmasking and still want to continue with 
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crztzque, they will have to leave at least one rational criterion 
intact for their explanation of the corruption of all rational 
criteria. In the face of this paradox, self-referential critique 
loses its orientation. It has two options. 

Nietzsche seeks refuge in a theory of power, which is consis­
tent, since the fusion of reason and power revealed by critique 
abandons the world to the irreconcilable struggle between pow­
ers, as if it were the mythic world. It is fitting that Nietzsche, 
mediated by Gilles Deleuze, has become influential in structur­
alist France as a theoretician of power. Foucault, too, in his 
later work, replaces the model of domination based on repres­
sion (developed in the tradition of enlightenment by Marx and 
Freud) by a plurality of power strategies. These power strate­
gies intersect one another, succeed one another; they are dis­
tinguished according to the type of their discourse formation 
and the degree of their intensity; but they cannot be judged 
under the aspect of their validity, as was the case with con­
sciously working through conflicts in contrast to unconsciously 
doing so.27 

The doctrine of active and merely reactive forces also fails 
to provide a way out of the embarrassment of a critique that 
attacks the presuppositions of its own validity. At best, it paves 
the way for breaking out of the horizon of modernity. It is 
without basis as a theory, if the categorial distinction between 
power claims and truth claims is the ground upon which any 
theoretical approach has to be enacted. The effect of unmask­
ing is also transformed as a result: It is not the lightning flash 
of insight into some confusion threatening identity that causes 
shock, the way understanding the point of a joke causes liber­
ating laughter; what produces shock is affirmative de-differ­
entiation, an affirmative overthrow of the very categories that 
can make an act of mistaking, of forgetting, or of misspeaking 
into a category mistake threatening to identity - or art into 
illusion. This regressive turn still places the forces of emanci­
pation at the service of counterenlightenment. 

Horkheimer and Adorno adopt another option by stirring 
up, holding open, and no longer wanting to overcome theo­
retically the performative contradiction inherent in an ideology 
critique that outstrips itself. Any attempt to develop a theory 
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at this level of reflection would have to slide off into the 
groundless; they therefore eschew theory and practice deter­
minate negation on an ad hoc basis, thus standing firm against 
that fusion of reason and pmver that plugs all crevices: "De­
terminate negation rejects the defective ideas of the absolute, 
the idols, differently than does rigorism, which confronts them 
with the idea they cannot match up to. Dialectic, on the con­
trary, interprets every image as writing. It shows how the ad­
mission of its falsity is to be read in the lines of its features -
a confession that deprives it of its power and appropriates it 
for truth. Thus language becomes more than just a sign system. 
With the notion of determinate negativity, Hegel revealed an 
element that distinguishes the Enlightenment from the positiv­
ist degeneracy to which he attributes it" (DE, p. 24). A practiced 
spirit of contradiction is all that remains of the "spirit of ... 
unrelenting theory." And this practice is like an incantation 
seeking "to turn ... to its end" the negative spirit of relentless 
progress (DE, p. 42). 

Anyone who abides in a paradox on the very spot once 
occupied by philosophy with its ultimate groundings is not just 
taking up an uncomfortable position; one can only hold that 
place if one makes it at least minimally plausible that there is 
no way out. Even the retreat from an aporetic situation has to 
be barred, for otherwise there is a way- the way back. But I 
believe this is precisely the case. 

The comparison with Nietzsche is instructive inasmuch as it 
draws our attention to the aesthetic horizon of experience that 
guides and motivates the gaze of contemporary diagnosis. I 
have shown how :'\ietzsche detaches that moment of reason, 
which comes into its own in the logic proper to the aesthetic­
expressive sphere of value, and especially in avant-garde art 
and art criticism, from its connection with theoretical and prac­
tical reason; and how he stylizes aesthetic judgment, on the 
model of a "'value appraisal'' exiled to irrationality, into a ca­
pacity for discrimination beyond good and evil, truth and false­
hood. In this way, :'\ietzsche gains criteria for a critique of 
culture that unmasks science and moralitv as being in similar 
ways ideological expressions of a perverted will to power, just 
as Dialectic of FnliRhlenment denounces these structures as em-
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bodiments of instrumental reason. This confirms our suspicion 
that Horkheimer and Adorno perceive cultural modernity 
from a similar experiential horizon, with the same heightened 
sensibility, and even with the same cramped optics that render 
one insensible to the traces and the existing forms of commu­
nicative rationality. The architectonics of Adorno's later phi­
losophy, in which his Negative Dialectics and Aesthetic Them)' 
mutually support one another, are also evidence of this- the 
one, which develops the paradoxical concept of the nonident­
ical, points to the other, which deciphers the mimetic content 
hidden in avant-garde works of art. 

Did the state of the question by which Horkheimer and 
Adorno saw themselves confronted at the beginning of the 
1940s leave no way out? To be sure, the theory upon which 
they had earlier based themselves and their procedure of ide­
ology critique was no longer viable - because the forces of 
production no longer developed any explosive force; because 
crises and class conflicts promoted not a revolutionary, or even 
a unified consciousness, but a fragmentary one instead; finally, 
because bourgeois ideals began to retire, or at least to assume 
forms that eluded the cutting edge of an immanent critique. 
On the other hand, at that time Horkheimer and Adorno did 
not expend any more effort on a social-scientific revision of 
theory, since scepticism regarding the truth content of bour­
geois ideas seemed to call the criteria of ideology critique itself 
into question. 

Faced with this second element, Horkheimer and Adorno 
made the really problematic move; like historicism, 2H they sur­
rendered themselves to an uninhibited scepticism regarding 
reason, instead of weighing the grounds that cast doubt on this 
scepticism itself. In this way, perhaps, they could have set the 
normative foundations of critical social theory so deep29 that 
they would not haYe been disturbed by the decomposition of 
bourgeois culture that was then being enacted in Germany for 
all to see. 

In one respect, ideology critique had in fact continued the 
undialectical enlightenment proper to ontological thinking. It 
remained caught up in the purist notion that the devil needing 
exorcism was hiding in the internal relationships bet ween gen-
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esis and validity, so that theory, purified of all empirical con­
notations, could operate in its own element. Totalized critique 
did not discharge this legacy. The intention of a "final un­
masking," which was supposed to draw away with one fell 
swoop the veil covering the confusion between power and rea­
son, reveals a purist intent- similar to the intent of ontology 
to separate being and illusion categorially (that is, with one 
stroke). However, just as in a communication community the 
researcher, the context of discovery, and the context of justi­
fication are so entwined with one another that they have to be 
separated procedurally, by a mediating kind of thinking -
which is to say, continuously - the same holds for the two 
spheres of being and illusion. In argumentation, critique is 
constantly entwined with theory, enlightenment with ground­
ing, even though discourse participants always have to suppose 
that only the unforced force of the better argument comes into 
play under the unavoidable communication presuppositions of 
argumentative discourse. But they know, or they can know, 
that even this idealization is only necessary because convictions 
are formed and confirmed in a medium that is not "pure" and 
not removed from the world of appearances in the style of 
Platonic "pure" and not removed from the world of appear­
ances in the style of Platonic Ideas. Only a discourse that admits 
this might break the spell of mythic thinking without incurring 
a loss of the light radiating from the semantic potentials also 
preserved in myth. 

VI 

The Undermining of Western 
Rationalism through the 
Critique of Metaphysics: 
Martin Heidegger 

I 

Horkheimer and Adorno battled with Nietzsche; Heidegger 
and Bataille gather under Nietzsche's banner for the final con­
frontation. Taking as my point of departure Heidegger's 
Nietzsche lectures from the 1930s and early 1940s, I would 
like to examine, step by step, how he absorbs Dionysian mes­
sianism into his attempt to step over the threshold to postmod­
ern thought by internally overcoming metaphysics. In so doing, 
he arrives at a temporalized philosophy of origins. What I 
mean by this latter expression can be spelled out provisionally 
in terms of four operations that Heidegger undertakes in his 
confrontation with Nietzsche. 

( 1) First of all, Heidegger puts philosophy back in the dom­
inant position from which it had been driven by the critique 
of the Young Hegelians. At that time, the desublimation of the 
spirit was carried out by using Hegel's own concepts - as a 
rehabilitation of the external over against the internal, of the 
material over against the spiritual, of being as against con­
sciousness, of the objective as against the subjective, of the 
senses in relation to the intellect, and of the empirical in rela­
tion to reflection. The critique of Idealism had resulted in a 
disempowering of philosophy - not only in relation to the 
independent logics of science, morality, and art, but also in 
relation to the independent right of the political-social world. 
In his countermove, Heidegger returns to philosophy its lost 
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plenitude of poweL On his view, the historical destiny of a 
culture or society is determined by a collectively binding preun­
derstanding of the things and events that can appear in the 
world at all. This ontological preunderstanding depends on 
horizon-forming basic concepts, 'Which to a certain extent prej­
uclice the meaning of any beings: "However anv being may be 
interpreted, whether as spirit in the sense of Spiritualism, or 
as matter and force in the sense of Materialism, or as becoming 
and life, or as will, or as substance or subject, or as Pnergeia, or 
as the eternal recurrence of the same- in every case the being 
appears as a being in the light of Being." 1 

In the West, metaphysics is the place where this preunder­
standing is articulated most clearly. The epochal changes in 
the understanding of Being arc reflected in the history of 
metaphysics. The history of philosophy had already become a 
key to philosophy of history for Hegel. The history of meta­
physics holds a comparable rank for Heidegger; through it the 
philosopher masters the sources from which each epoch fate­
fully receives its own light. 

(2) This idealistic perspective has consequences for Heideg­
ger's critique of modernity. At the beginning of the 1940s -
during the same period when Horkheimer and Adorno were 
composing the separate fragments that were later published as 
DialPclic of Enlightenment - Heidegger sees in the political and 
military forms in which the totalitarian appears "the comple­
tion of the European-modern dominance of the world." He 
speaks of the "struggle for the domination of the earth," of 
the "struggle for the unlimited exploitation of the earth as a 
domain of raw materials, and for the illusion-free deployment 
of human material in the service of an unconditional empow­
cnnent of the 'will to power.'"~ In a tone that is still not entirely 
free of admiration, Heidegger characterizes the overman in 
accord with the image of the ideal-type of the SA-man: "The 
overman is the striking [or stamping: Schlag] of that mankind 
:vhich wills itself for the first time as a striking [Schlag] and sets 
Itself to this striking [wlbst zu diesern Schlag sich schliigt] . ... This 
breed of men [lVlenschenschlag] posits within the meaningless 
whole the will to power as the'meaning of the earth.' The final 
stage of European nihilism is the 'catastrophe' in the sense of 
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the affirmative turnabout.":; Heidegger sees the totalitarian es­
sence of his epoch characterized by the global techniques for 
mastering nature, waging war, and racial breeding. In them is 
expressed the absolutized purposive rationality of the "calcu­
lation of all acting and planning." But this in turn is grounded 
in the specifically modern understanding of Being, which has 
been radicalized from Descartes down to Nietzsche: "That pe­
riod Vie call modern ... is defined by the fact that man becomes 
the center and measure of all beings. Man is the subjectum, that 
which lies at the bottom of all beings, that is, in modern terms, 
at the bottom of all objectification and representation. "4 Hei­
degger's originality consists in delineating the modern domi­
nance of the subject in terms of a history of metaphysics. 
Descartes stands in the center, as it were, between Protagoras 
and :'\Jietzsche. He conceives of the subjectivity of self-con­
sciousness as the absolutely certain foundation of representa­
tion; being as a whole is thereby transformed into the subjective 
world of represented objects, and truth is transformed into 
subjective certitude." 

With this critique of modern subjectivism, Heidegger takes 
up a motif that has been one of the enduring themes of the 
discourse of modernity since Hegel. The ontological turn Hei­
degger gives the theme is less interesting than the lack of 
ambiguity with which he places subject-centered reason on 
trial. Heidegger hardly pays any attention to the difference 
between reason [Vermmft] and understanding [Verstand], out of 
which Hegel still v-.·anted to develop the dialectic of enlighten­
ment. He can no longer glean from self-consciousness any 
reconciling dimension in addition to its authoritarian aspect. It 
is Heidegger himself- and not the narrow-minded Enlight­
enment - that levels reason to the understanding. The same 
understanding of Being that spurs modernity to the unlimited 
expansion of its manipulative power over objectified processes 
of nature and society also forces this emancipated subjectivity 
into bonds that serve to secure its imperative activity; these 
self-made normative obligations remain hollow ideals. From 
this perspective, Heidegger can so fundamentally de-struct 
modern reason that he no longer distinguishes between the 
universalistic contents of humanism, enlightenment, and even 
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positivism, on the one side, and the particularistic, self-assertive 
representations of racism and nationalism, or of retrospectively 
oriented typological doctrines in the style of Spengler and 
Jiinger, on the other side.6 No matter whether modern ideas 
make their entry in the name of reason or of the destruction 
of reason, the prism of the modern understanding of Being 
refracts all normative orientations into the power claims of a 
sul~jectivity crazed with self-aggrandizement. 

To be sure, the critical reconstruction of the history of me­
taphysics cannot get along without its own standard. This it 
borrows from the implicitly normative concept of the "comple­
tion" of metaphysics. 

(3) The idea of the origin and end of metaphysics owes its 
critical potential to the circumstance that Heidegger moves 
about within the modern time-consciousness no less than 
Nietzsche. For him, the beginning of the modern period is 
marked by the epochal incision of the philosophy of conscious­
ness starting with Descartes; and Nietzsche's radicalizing of this 
understanding of Being marks the most recent period determin­
ing the constellation of the present. 7 The present, in turn, 
appears as the moment of crisis; it stands under the pressure 
of a decision as to "whether this end period is the close of 
Western history or the counterpart to another beginning."8 

This is a matter of the decision "whether the West still trusts 
itself to create a goal beyond itself and history; or whether it 
prefers to sink down into preserving and heightening the in­
terests of life and commerce, and to be satisfied with the appeal 
to what went before, as if this were the absolute."9 The necessity 
of another beginning 10 draws our gaze into the maelstrom of 
the future. Turning back to the origins, to the "provenance of 
essence," is only thinkable in the mode of striding forward into 
the "future of essence." This future enters under the category 
?f the absolutely new: 'The completion of an age ... is the 
mstallation - unconditional for the first time and complete in 
advance - of the unexpected and the never to be expected 
· · . the new." 11 However, Nietzsche's messianism, which still 
left room for "compelling salvation" (as it is called in Jewish 
mysticism), is inverted by Heidegger into the apocalyptic ex­
pectation of a catastrophic entry of the new. At the same time, 
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Heidegger borrows from the Romantic models, especially 
Holderlin, the thought-figure of the absent God, so as to be 
able to conceive of the end of metaphysics as a "completion," 
and hence as the unmistakable sign of "another beginning." 

Just as Nietzsche once expected from Wagnerian opera a 
tiger's leap into the futural past of ancient Greek tragedy, so 
Heidegger would like to be transported by Nietzsche's meta­
physics of the will to power back to the pre-Socratic origins of 
metaphysics. But before Heidegger can describe the history of 
the West, between the beginnings of metaphysics and its end, 
as the night of the remoteness of the Gods, before he can 
describe the completion of metaphysics as the return of the 
God that disappeared, he has to establish a correspondence 
between Dionysus and .the concern of metaphysics, which has 
to do with the Being of beings. The demigod Dionysus had 
offered himself to the Romantics as well as to Nietzsche as the 
absent God, as the one who enables a modernity forsaken by 
God to understand, by means of his "greatest remoteness," 
what was taken from it by way of energy for social bonds in 
the wake of its own progress. The idea of the ontological 
difference serves as the bridge between this Dionysian thought 
and the fundamental question of metaphysics. Heidegger sep­
arates Being, which had always been understood as the Being 
of beings, from the beings. For Being can only function as a 
carrier of the Dionysian happening if- as the historical ho­
rizon within which beings first come to appearance - it be­
comes autonomous to a certain extent. Only Being, as 
distinguished from beings by way of hypostatization, can take 
over the role of Dionysus. "The being is abandoned by Being 
itself. The abandonment of Being applies to beings as a whole, 
not only to that being that takes the shape of man, who rep­
resents being as such, a representing in which Being itself 
withdraws from him in its truth." 12 

Heidegger tirelessly elaborates the positive power of this 
withdrawal of Being as an event of refusal. 'The staying away 
of Being is Being itself as this very default." 13 In modernity's 
total forgetfulness of Being, the negativity of the abandonment 
by Being is no longer even felt. This explains the central sig­
nificance of an anamnesis of the history of Being which now 
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discloses itself as the destruction of the self-forgetfulness of 
metaphysics. 11 Heidegger's whole effort is aimed at "experi­
enc[ing] the default of Being's unconcealment as such for the 
first time as an advent of Being itself, and [of] ponder[ing] 

what is thus experienced." 1
'' 

(4) Heidegger cannot, however, understand the destruction 
of the history of metaphysics as unmasking critique, or the 
overcoming of metaphysics as a final act of disclosure, for the 
self-reflection that achieves this still belongs to the epoch of 
modern subjectivity. Thus, the thinking that uses the ontolog­
ical difference as a guide must claim a cognitive competence 
be)'tmd self-reflection, beyond discursive thought. ~ietzsche 
could still invoke putting philosophy "on the basis of art"; for 
Heidegger, there remains only the reassuring gesture that for 
the initiate "there is a thinking more rigorous than the concep­
tual." lti Wholesale devaluation befalls scientific thinking and 
methodically pursued research, because they move within mod­
ernity's understanding of Being prescribed by the philosophy 
of the subject. As long as it does not renounce argument, even 
philosophy stays inside the enchanted circle of objectivism. It, 
too, has to be reminded that "all refutation in the field of 
essential thinking is foolish." 17 

To make his claims of necessity, of a special knowledge, that 
is, of a privileged access to truth, plausible, even if only super­
hcially, Heidegger has to level the differentiated developments 
of the sciences and of philosophy after Hegel in a bewildering 
manner. 

ln the 1939 lectures on ='Jietzsche, there is an interesting 
chapter bearing the heading "Mutual Cnderstandin<,. and Cal-
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culation." In it, Heidegger turns as always against the monol-
ogical approach of the philosophy of consciousness, which 
takes as its point of departure the individual subject who in 
knowing and acting stands over against an objective world of 
things and occurrences. The self-maintenance of the subject 
appears as a calculated dealing with perceivable and manipul­
able objects. Within this modeL even the prior dimension of 
mutual understanding among subjects appears under the cat­
egory of "'being able to count on [other] people." 1

" In contrast 
to this, l-leidegger stresses the nonstrategic meaning of the 

J 

137 
The Undermining of \\'estern Rationalism: Heidegger 

intersubjectively achieved agreement on which, indeed, "the 
relationship to the other, to the thing, and to oneself" is truly 
based. "To reach mutual understanding about something 
means: to think thr same thing about it and, in case of a diver­
gence of opinions, to establish the respects in which there is 
agreement or division of opinion .... Because misunderstand­
ing and lack of understanding are only degenerate species of 
mutual understanding ... the approach of human beings to­
ward one another in their selfsameness and selfhood has first 
to be grounded through mutual understanding." 19 The re­
sources required for the continued existence of social groups 
- among others, those springs of social integration that are 
drying up in modernity- are also to be found in this dimen­
sion of mutual understanding. 20 

Oddly enough, Heidegger believes that insights of this kind 
are exclusively reserved to his critique of metaphysics. He ig­
nores the fact that altogether similar considerations are the 
starting point both for the methodology of the interpretative 
Geisteswissenschaften and social sciences and for influential philo­
sophical trends (such as the Pragmatism of Peirce and Mead 
and, later, the linguistic philosophy of Wittgenstein and Austin 
and the philosophical hermeneutics of Gadamer). The philos­
ophy of the subject is by no means an absolutely reifying power 
that imprisons all discursive thought and leaves open nothing 
but a flight into the immediacy of mystical ecstasy. There are 
othrr paths leading out of the philosophy of the subject. The 
fact that Heidegger sees in the history of philosophy and the 
sciences after Hegel nothing but a monotonous spelling out of 
the ontological pre·::iudgments [Vor-Urteile] of the philosophy 
of the subject can only be explained by the fact that, even in 
rejecting it, he still remains caught in the problems that the 
philosophy of the subject in the form of Husserlian pheno­
menology had presented to him. 

II 

In their attempts to overcome the philosophy of the subject, 
Hegel and Marx had been ensnared in its own basic concepts. 
This objection cannot be leveled at Heidegger, but a similarly 
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telling one can be. So little does Heidegger free himself from 
the pregiven problematics of transcendental consciousness that 
he can burst the conceptual cage of the philosophy of con­
sciousness in no other way than by abstract negation. Even in 
the "Letter on Humanism," which sums up the results of the 
Nietzsche interpretations of the previous decade, Heidegger 
cannot characterize his own procedure otherwise than through 
implicit reference to Husser!: He wants, as he puts it there, 
"[to] retain the essential help of the phenomenological way of 
seeing and [to] dispense with the inappropriate concern with 
'science' and 'research.' "21 

Husser! understood his transcendental reduction as a pro­
cedure that was supposed to allow the phenomenologist to 
draw a clear line between the world of beings given in the 
natural attitude and the sphere of the pure constituting con­
sciousness which first lends beings their meaning. His whole 
life long, Heidegger held on to the intuitionism of this procedure; 
in the late philosophy, his manner of proceeding is simply 
relieved of the claims to be methodical and set free for a 
privileged "inherence in the truth of being." Husserl's way of 
posing problems also remains normative for Heidegger, inas­
much as he merely turns the basic epistemological question 
into an ontological one. In both cases, the phenomenological 
gaze is directed upon the world as the correlate of the knowing 
subject. In contrast to, say, Humboldt, Mead, or the later Witt­
genstein, Heidegger does not free himself from the traditional 
granting of a distinctive status to theoretical activity, to the 
constative use of language, and to the validity claim of prop­
ositional truth. He also remains attached in a negative way to 
the founrlationalism of the philosophy of 'conscio~sness. In ~he 
introduction to What Is Metaphysics? he compares philosophy 
to a tree that branches out into the sciences and itself grows 
out of the main root of metaphysics. The thoughtful remembr­
ance [Andenken] of Being that he propagates does not call into 
question the foundationalist starting point: "To speak in im­
ages, it does not tear out the root of philosophy. It digs up the 
ground and plows the soil for it." 22 Because Heidegger does 
not gainsay the hierarchical orderings of a philosophy bent on 
self-grounding, he can only counter foundationalism by exca-
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vating a still more deeply laid - and henceforth unstable -
ground. The idea of the destining of Being remains chained 
to its abstractly negated antithesis in this respect. Heidegger 
passes beyond the horizon of the philosophy of consciousness 
only to stay in the shadows. Before turning to Being and Time 
to work out this twilight position more clearly, I would like to 
point out three rather awkward consequences. 

(a) Since the close of the eighteenth century, the discourse 
of modernity has had a single theme under ever new titles: the 
weakening of the forces of social bonding, privatization, and 
diremption - in short, the deformations of a one-sidedly ra­
tionalized everyday praxis which evoke the need for something 
equivalent to the unifying power of religion. Some place their 
hope in the reflective power of reason, or at least in a mythol­
ogy of reason; others swear by the mythopoetic power of an 
art that is supposed to form the focal point of a regenerated 
public life. What Hegel called the need for philosophy was 
transformed from Schlegel until Nietzsche into the need -
critical of reason - for a new mythology. But only Heidegger 
vaporized this concrete need by ontologizing it and founda­
tionalizing it into a Being that is withdrawn from beings. 
Through this shift, Heidegger makes unrecognizable not only 
the source of this need in the pathologies of an ambiguously 
rationalized lifeworld but also a resolutely subjectivistic art as 
the experiential background for the radicalized critique of rca­
son. Heidegger enciphers the palpable distortions of everyday 
communicative practice into an impalpable destining of Being 
[Seinsgeschick] administered by philosophers. At the same time, 
he cuts off the possibility of any deciphering by the fact that 
he shoves aside the defective everyday practice of mutual un­
derstanding as a calculation-oriented practice of self-mainte­
nance - oblivious of Being and vulgar - and deprives the 
dirempted ethical totality of the lifeworld of any essential 
interest. 2:l 

(b) A further implication of Heidegger's later philosophy is 
that the critique of modernity is made independent of scientific 
analysis. "Essential thinking" renounces all empirical and nor­
mative questions that can be treated by social-scientific or his­
torical means, or can be at all handled in argumentative form. 
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Abstract insights into essences thus range all the more freely 
within an unreflected horizon of prejudices of bourgeois cul­
ture critique. Heidegger's critical judgments on "das ;\fan," on 
the dictatorship of the public realm and the impotence of the 
priYate sphere, on technocracy and mass civilization, are with­
out any originality whatsoever, because they belong to a rep­
ertoire of opinions typical of a certain generation of German 
mandarins.~·! Certainly, in the Heideggerian school, more se­
rious attempts have been made to focus more precisely the 
ontological concepts of technique, the totalitarian dimension, 
and the political sphere in general, for purposes of analyzing 
the present age; but these efforts evince the irony that the 
thinking of Being falls all the more into the trap of contem­
porary scientific fashions, the more it thinks itself removed 
from the business of science. 

(c) Finally, the indeterminacy of the fate that Heidegger 
holds in prospect as a result of the overcoming of metaphysics 
is problematic. Because Being withdraws itself from the asser­
tive grasp of descriptive statements, because it can only be 
encircled in indirect discourse and "rendered silent," the des­
linings of Being remain undiscoverable. The propositionally 
contentless speech about Being has, nevertheless, the illocu­
tionarv sense of demanding resignation to fate. Its practical­
political side consists in the perlocutionary effect of a diffuse 
readiness to obev in relation to an auratic but indeterminate 
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authority. The rhetoric of the later Heidegger compensates for 
the propositional content that the text itself refuses: It attunes 
and trains its addressees in their dealings with pseudo-sacral 
powers. 

Human beings are the "shepherds of Being" [Hirte des Seins]. 
Thinking is a meditative "letting oneself be claimed" [Sichin­
rmspruc!uu:hmenlassen]. It "belongs to" [gehiirt] Being. The 
thoughtful remembrance of Being is subject to "the laws of 
fittingness" [Gesetzen der Schirklichkeit]. Thinking "heeds" [achtet] 
the destining of Being. The humble shepherd is called [gerufen] 
by Being itself to preservation [Wahrnis: safekeeping] of the 
truth. In this way, Being "vouchsafes" [gewiirt] to healing [dem 
Heilen] its upsurge [Aufgang] into favor [Huld] and to raging 
[dun Grimm] its compulsion [Andrang] to malignancy [Unheil]. 
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These are well-known formulations from the "Letter on Hu­
manism" that have been repeated stereotypically since then. 
The language of Being and Time had suggested the decisionism 
of empty resoluteness; the later philosophy suggests the sub­
missiveness of an equally empty readiness for subjugation. To 
be sure, the empty formula of "thoughtful remembrance" can 
also be filled in with a different attitudinal syndrome, for ex­
ample ·with the anarchist demand for a subversive stance of 
refusal, which corresponds more to present moods that does 
blind submission to something superior. 2" But the arbitrariness 
with which the same thought-figure can be given contemporary 
actualization remains irritating. 

When one ponders these implications, one may well doubt 
that Heidegger's later philosophy, which outdoes Nietzsche's 
critique of metaphysics, actually leads us out of the discourse 
of modernity. It results from a "turn" that is supposed to lead 
out of the dead end of Being and Time. But this work- which 
is argumentatively the most rigorous by Heidegger the philos­
opher - can be understood as a dead end only if one views it 
in a thought context different from the one that Heidegger 
retrospectively arranges for himself. 

III 

Heidegger has repeatedly emphasized that he had already car­
ried out his existential analysis of Dasein with the single goal 
of renewing the question of the meaning of Being, which had 
been buried over since the beginnings of metaphysics. He 
wanted to occupy the exposed point at which the history of 
metaphysics makes itself known in its unifying meaning and at 
the same time comes to a culmination. 26 This imperious claim 
of the later Heidegger conceals the proximate context in which 
Being and Time actually arose. I am speaking not only of the 
post-Idealism of the nineteenth century, but especially of the 
nco-ontological wave that captured German philosophy after 
the First World War, from Rickert through Scheler down to 
Hartmann. In terms of the history of philosophy, this era is 
marked by the collapse of neo-Kantianism- at that time the 
only philosophy of worldwide note - and not by a return to 
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pre-Kantian ontology. Instead, ontological thought forms were 
employed to expand transcendental subjectivity beyond the 
realm of cognition and to "concretize" it. Historicism and Le­
bensphilosophie had already disclosed the ordinary and the ex­
traordinary realms of experience of the transmission of 
tradition, of aesthetic creativity, of bodily, social, and historical 
existence, and had raised them to the level of philosophical 
interest. These realms of experience overburdened the consti­
tutive performances of the transcedental ego and burst asun­
der at least the classical concept of the transcendental subject. 
Dilthey, Bergson, and Simmel replaced the generative perfor­
mances of transcendental synthesis with the vague, vitalistically 
toned productivity of life or the stream of consciousness; but 
in doing so they had not yet freed themselves from the ex­
pressivistic model. For them, too, the idea of a subjectivity that 
externalizes itself, in order to melt down these objectifications 
into experience, remained standard.27 Heidegger takes up 
these impulses but recognizes the inadequacy of the basic coi­
cepts of the philosophy of consciousness dragged along with 
them. He faces the problem of dissolving the concept of tran­
scendental subjectivity dominant since Kant, but without lev­
eling down the wealth of differentiations that the philosophy 
of the subject had worked out, most recently in Husserl's 

phenomenology. 
Heidegger himself mentions the context of the problem in 

which Being and Time arose in section 10, where he refers to 
Husser! and Scheler: "The person is not a thing, not a sub­
stance, not an object. Here Scheler is emphasizing what Husser! 
suggests when he insists that the unity of the person must have 
a constitution essentially different from that required for the 
unity of things of nature .... Essentially the person exists only 
in the performance of intentional acts .... Thus psychical 
being has nothing to do with personal being. Acts get per­
formed; the person is a performer of acts." 2

H Heidegger is not 
satisfied with this approach and inquires: "What, however, is 
the ontological meaning of 'performance'? How is the kind of 
being which belongs to a person to be ascertained ontologically 
in a positive way?" (p. 73). He makes use of the vocabulary of 
the nco-ontological turn in order to advance further the dis-
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solution of the concept of the transcendental subject; but even 
in this radicalization he holds on to the transcendental attitude 
of a reflective illumination of the conditions of the possibility 
of the being of the person as a being-in-the-world. Otherwise 
the articulated profusion of structures would sink into the 
undifferentiated conceptual whirl of LebemphilosojJhie. The phi­
losophy of the subject is to be overcome by the equally sharp 
and systematic, but far more profound, conceptual framework 
of an existential ontology proceeding in a transcendental fash­
ion. Under this head, Heidegger forces together in an original 
way theoretical approaches that were hitherto incompatible but 
now indicate a meaningful perspective of inquiry in view of 
the goal of systematically replacing the basic concepts of the 
philosophy of the subject. 

In the introductory chapter of Being and Time, Heidegger 
makes three weighty strategic decisions that free the way for 
fundamental ontology. First, he confers upon the transcenden­
tal problematic an ontological sense. The positive sciences are 
concerned with ontic questions; they make statements about 
nature and culture, about something in the world. The tran­
scendental analysis of the conditions for these ontic modes of 
knowledge then clarifies the categorial constitution of these 
realms of o~jects as regions of Being. Accordingly, Heidegger 
understands Kant's Critique of Pure Reason not primarily as 
epistemology, but as "an a priori logic for the subject matter 
of that area of Being called 'nature'" (p. 31 ). This ontologizing 
coloration of transcendental philosophy becomes intelligible if 
one considers that the sciences themselves do not derive from 
free-floating cognitive performances, as the neo-Kantians had 
affirmed, but are embedded within concrete life-contexts: "Sci­
ences are Dasein's ways of being" (p. 33). Husser! called this 
the founding of the sciences in the lifeworld. The meaning of 
the categorial makeup of scientific object-domains or regions 
of Being is only disclosed by going back to the understanding 
of Being of those who, in their everyday existence, are already 
comporting themselves toward entities in the world, and who 
are able then to stylize this naive intercourse into the precision­
form of doing science. There belongs to situated, bodily-his­
torical existence a comprehension, however diffuse, of a world, 
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from the horizon of which the meaning of the ent1t1es later 
capable of being objectified by the sciences is always already 
interpreted. We encounter this preontological understanding 
of Being when, in the transcendental attitude, we inquire back 
behind the categorial makeup of entities disclosed by transcen­
dental philosophy as it follows the guiding thread of the sci­
ences. The analysis of the prior world-understanding grasps 
those structures of the lifeworld or of "being-in-thc-\Yorld" that 
Heidegger calls existentials. Because these are prior to the 
categories of entities as a whole, and especially to the regions 
of being toward which the the scientist comports himself in an 
o~jectifying mode, the existential analytic of being-in-the-world 
earns the name of fundamental ontology. This is to say that 
the latter makes transparent for the first time the lifeworld or 
existential foundations of the regional ontologies elaborated in 
the transcendental attitude. 

In a second step, Hcidegger bestows on the phenomenological 
method the sense of an ontological hermeneutics. A phenome­
non is, in H usscrl's sense, anything that shows itself as itself of 
its own accord. Translating "the evident" with "the manifest," 
Heidcgger plays on such opposite meanings as the hidden, the 
concealed, the covered over, and the like. It is only indirectly 
that phenomena come to appearance. What appears is the 
entity that covers over the "how" of its givenness. Phenomena 
escape our direct grasp because in their appearances as ontic 
they do not show themselves as what they are in themselves. 
Thus, phenomenology is distinguished f~om the sciences in 
that it docs not h<n'C to do simply with particular species of 
appearances, but with the explication of what is concealed in 
every appearance - of what can only come to speak through 
phenomenology. The domain of phenomenology is the Being 
that has been displaced by entities. This is why it requires a 
special apophantic effort to make phenomena really present. 
The model for this effort is no longer intuition, as it was for 
Husscrl, but the interpretation of a text - not the intuitive 
making-present of ideal essences that brings phenomena to 
self-givenness, but the hermeneutical understanding of com­
plex meaning-contexts that discloses Being. ln this fashion, 
Hcidcggcr clears the way for an apophantic concept of truth 
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and inverts the methodological meaning of the phenomenol­
ogy of essential intuitions into its existentially hermeneutical 
opposite: In lieu of the description of an immediately intuited 
entity, we have the interpretation of a meaning that escapes all 
Evidenz. 

In a final step, Heidegger links this analytic of Dasein (which 
proceeds transcendentally and hermeneutically at once) with a 
motif of existentialist philosophy. Human Dasein understands it­
self in terms of the possibility of either being or not being itself. 
It stands before the inescapable alternative of authenticity or 
inauthenticity. It is an entity of the kind that "has to be" its 
being. Human Dasein has to apprehend itself in terms of the 
horizon of its possibilities and take a hand in its own existence. 
Anyone who tries to avoid this alternative has already opted 
for a life in the mode of drivenness and of fallenness. This 
motif of responsibility for one's own salvation (heightened in 
an existentialist manner by Kierkegaard), Hcidegger translates 
into the formula about care for one's own existence. "Dasein 
is an entity for which, in its being, that being is an issue" (p. 
236). 

Heidegger now employs this secularized salvational motif in 
such a way that care for one's own existence, heightened to 
anxiety, provides the guidelines for the analysis of the temporal 
constitution of human existence. However, the methodological 
use to which Heidcgger puts this motif is equally important. It 
is not just the philosopher who, in posing the Being question, 
is referred to the prcontological understanding of world and 
Being in his bodily-historical existence; no, it is a determination 
of this existence itself to be concerned about its being, to secure 
hermeneutically the existential possibilities of "his ownmost 
capacity to be." Precisely to this extent, the human being is an 
entity with an ontological nature for whom the Being-question 
is an inbuilt existential necessity. The existential analytics arises 
from the most deepset drive of human existence itself. Hei­
deggcr calls this the on tic rootedness of the existential analytic: 
"If to interpret the meaning of Being becomes our task, Dasein 
is not onlv the primary entity to be interrogated; it is also that 
entity which already comports itself, in its being, towards what 
we are asking about when we ask this question. But in that case 
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the question of Being is nothing other than the radicalization 
of an essential tendency-of-Being which belongs to Dasein it­
self" (p. 15). 

The three conceptually strategic decisions can be summa­
rized successively by stating that Heidegger first couples tran­
scendental philosophy with ontology in order to be able to 
characterize his existential analytic as fundamental ontology; 
that he goes on to shift the meaning of phenomenology into 
ontological hermeneutics in order to be able to carry out his 
fundamental ontology as an existential hermeneutics; that, fi­
nally, he endows his existential hermeneutics with motifs from 
existentialist philosophy in order to be able to embed the en­
terprise of fundamental ontology in contexts of interest oth­
erwise degraded to the level of the merely ontic. At this single 
locus, the ontological difference is put out of play and the 
rigorous methodological distinction between the universal (of 
transcendentally accessible existentials) and the particular (of 
concretely experienced problems of existence) is broken 
through. 

By these couplings, Heidegger seems to have succeeded in 
taking from the subject-object relationship its paradigmatic sig­
nificance. The turn to ontology explodes the primacy of epis­
temology without giving up the transcendental problematic. 
Because the being of entities remains related internally to the 
prior understanding of Being, because Being comes into play 
only within the horizon of human Dasein, fundamental ontol­
ogy does not mean a fall back beyond transcendental philoso­
phy, but rather a radicalization of it. 

The turn to existential hermeneutics at the same time puts 
an end to the methodological distinctiveness of self-reflection, 
which Husser! still needed for the procedure of transcendental 
~-eduction. In place of the knowing subject's relationship to 
ttself - which is to say, of self-consciousness - enters the 
interpretation of a preontological understanding of Being and 
hence the explication of meaning-contexts within which one 
~!ready finds oneself in everyday existence. Finally, Heidegger 
mtegrates existentialist motifs in such a way that the elucidation 
of the structures of being-in-the-world (which have replaced 
the conditions of the o~jectivity of experience) simultaneously 
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affords an answer to the practical question about the right life. 
An emphatic concept of truth as manifestation founds the 
validity of judgments in the authenticity of a human existence 
that comports itself toward entities prior to all science. 

This concept of truth serves as the guideline in terms of 
which Heidegger introduces the key term of fundamental on­
tology - the concept of world. World shapes the meaning­
disclosing horizon within which entities are at once withdrawn 
from and manifested to the Dasein existentially concerned with 
its being. World is always prior to the subject that relates itself 
to objects in knowing and acting. For it is not the subject that 
assumes relationships toward something in the world, but the 
world that first of all establishes the context out of whose 
preunderstanding entities can be encountered. Through this 
preontological understanding of Being, the human being is 
admitted from the outset into frameworks of the world and 
privileged in relation to all the other entities in the world. It is 
the very entity that cannot simply be come across in the world; 
thanks to its special mode of being in the world, the human 
being is so interwoven with the context-shaping, space-giving, 
temporalizing processes of world-disclosure that Heidegger 
characterizes its existence as Da-sein (there-being), which "lets 
be" every entity by comporting itself toward it. The Da (there) 
of Dasein is the locale where the lighting-up process of Being 
[Lichtung des Seins] opens up. 

The strategic conceptual gain relative to the philosophy of 
the subject is plain: Knowing and acting no longer have to be 
conceived in terms of subject-object relationships. "A commer­
cium of the subject with a world (of representable or manipul­
able objects) does not get created for the first time by knowing, 
nor does it arise from some way in which the world acts upon 
a subject. Knowing is a mode of Dasein founded upon being­
in-the-world" (p. 90). instead of the subject who in knowing or 
acting confronts the objective world as the totality of existing 
states of affairs, the acts of knowing and doing performed in 
the objectifying attitude can now be conceived as derivatives 
from basic modes of standing within a lifeworld, within a world 
intuitively understood as context and background. Heidegger 
characterizes these modes of being-in the lifeworld, in view of 
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their temporal structure, as so many modes of caring, of having 
concern for something; as instances, he names ''having to do 
with something, producing, attending to something and look­
ing after it, giving up something and letting it go, undertaking, 
accomplishing, evincing, interrogating, considering, discussing, 
determining, and so forth" (p. 83). 

At the center of the first section of Being and Time stands the 
analysis of the concept of world. From the perspective of ma­
nipulation, and in general of nonobjectifying, practical dealings 
with physical components of the lifeworld, Heidegger expli­
cates a concept of world as a network of involvements remi­
niscent of Pragmatism. This is then generalized beyond the 
domain of the ready-at-hand and elucidated as a sign-context. 
Only by means of a distantiating change of attitude does nature 
get taken out of its horizon in the lifeworld and objectified. 
Only this de-worlding of a region of entities as sheerly repre­
sented gives rise to an objective world of objects and occur­
rences to which a subject (in the sense of the philosophy of 
consciousness) can relate itself through knowing and acting. 

IV 

l do not need to go into these analyses (sections 14-24) since 
they do not really advance beyond what was elaborated in 
Pragmatism from Peirce to Mead and Dewey. What is original, 
of course, is the use Heidegger makes of this concept of world 
for a critique of the philosophy of consciousness. But this 
undertaking immediately comes to a standstill. This becomes 
clear in the "question of the 'who' of Dasein" (section 25), which 
Hcideggcr at first answers by saying that Dasein is the entity 
that I always am myself: "The question of the 'who' answers 
itself in terms of the T itself, the 'subject,' the 'self.' The 'who' 
is what maintains itself as something identical throughout 
changes in its experiences and ways of behaviour, and which 
relates itself to this changing multiplicity in so doing" (p. 150). 
This response would naturally itself lead straightaway back to 
the philosophy of the subject. This is why Heidcgger extends 
his analysis of the tool-world, as it was presented from the 
perspective of the actor operating alone as a context of involve-
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ments, to the world of social relationships among several actors: 
"In clarifying being-in-the-world we have shown that a bare 
subject without a world never ... is ... given. And so ... an 
isolated T without others is just as far from being proximally 
given" (p. 152). Heideggcr expands his world-analysis from the 
angle of interpersonal relations that I enter into with others. 

As we shall see in another connection, the change in per­
spective from solitary rational purposiveness to social interac­
tion docs promise to illuminate the very processes of mutual 
understanding [Verstiindigung] - and not merely of under­
standing [Verstehen] -that keep present the world as an inter­
subjectively shared lifeworlcl background. We can find in 
language used communicatively the structures that explain how 
the lifeworld is reproduced even without subjects, so to speak, 
through the subjects and their activity orientated toward mu­
tual understanding. In this way, the question concerning the 
"who" of Dasein would take care of itself - a question that 
Heidegger actually traces back again to a subject that consti­
tutes the world of being-in-the-world by the authentic project 
of his possibilities for existing. The lifeworld in which human 
existence is embedded is by no means generated by the exis­
tential efforts of a Dasein that has tacitly assumed the place of 
transcendental subjectivity. It is suspended, as it were, in the 
structures of linguistic intersu~jectivity and is maintained in 
the same medium in which subjects capable of speech and 
action come to a mutual understanding about something in the 
world. 

Heidcgger docs not take the path to a response in terms of 
a theory of communication because from the start he degrades 
the background structures of the lifeworld that reach beyond 
the isolated Dasein as structures of an average everyday exis­
tence, that is, of inauthentic Dasein. To be sure, the co-Dasein 
of others first appears to be a constitutive feature of being-in­
the-world. But the priority of the lifeworld's intcrsubjectivity 
over the mineness of Dasein escapes any conceptual framework 
still tinged with the solipsism of Husserlian phenomenology. 
The idea that subjects are individuated and socialized in the 
same stroke cannot be accommodated in the latter framework. 
In Being and Time, Heidegger docs not construct intcrsubjec-
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tivity any differently than Husserl does in the Cartesian Medi­
tations: Dasein as in each case mine constitutes being-with in 
the same way that the transcendental ego constitutes the inter­
subjectivity of the world shared by myself and others. Conse­
quently, Heidegger cannot make his analysis of being-with 
fruitful for the question of how the world itself is constituted 
and maintained. He only takes up the theme of language after 
heading his analysis in another direction (section 34). 

The communicative practice of everyday life is only sup­
posed to make being-onself possible in the mode of a "dicta­
unship of the others": "One belongs to the others oneself and 
enhances their power .... The 'who' is not for this one, not 
that one, not oneself, not some people, and not the sum of 
them all. The 'who' is the neuter, the 'they'" (p. 164). The 
"they" now serves as a foil before which a Kierkegaardian 
existence, radically isolated in the face of death- the authentic 
existence of the human being in need of redemption - can 
be identified as the "who" of Dasein. Only as my own is the 
capacity for being open to authenticity and inauthenticity. Un­
like Kierkegaard, of course, Heidegger no longer wants to 
think the totality of finite Dasein "ontotheologically" out of an 
empowering relationship to some highest entity or to entities 
taken as a whole; but rather only out of itself- that is, as a 
self-affirmation that is paradoxical because it is without any 
basis. W. Schulz correctly characterized the self-understanding 
of Being and Time as the heroic nihilism of self-affirmation in 
the impotence and finitude of Dasein.~~~ 

Although Heidegger in his first step de-structs the philosophy 
of the subject in favor of a frame of reference that first makes 
possible subject-object relationships, in his second step he falls 
back into the conceptual constraints of the philosophy of the 
subject, as he endeavors to make the world intelligible on its 
own terms as a process of world-occurrence. For the solipsist­
ically posited Dasein once again occupies the place of transcen­
dental subjectivity. To be sure, the latter no longer appears in 
the shape of an omnipotent Ur-Ich (primal I), but still as "the 
ultimate pursuit of human existence ... in which all existing 
in the midst of being must be rooted.":10 To Dasein is ascribed 
the authorship of the projecting of the world. The authentic 
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capacity to be whole on Dasein's part, or the freedom whose 
temporal structures Heidegger traces in the second part of 
Being and Time, is actuated in the transcending disclosure of 
entities: "The selfhood of the self, which lies at the basis of all 
spontaneity, lies in transcendence. Freedom is what lets world 
govern- by pn~jecting and throwing world over being.":>I The 
classic demand of Ursprungsphilosophie for self-grounding and 
ultimate grounding is not deflected but answered in the sense 
of a Fichtean act [Tathandlung] that has been modified into a 
world-project. Dasein grounds itself from itself: "Dasein 
grounds (establishes) world only insofar as it grounds itself in 
the midst of being. "l~ Heidegger once again grasps the world 
as a process out of the .subjectivity of a will to self-affirmation. 
The two works following immediately after Being and Time -
What Is Metaphysics? and The Essence of Reasons- demonstrate 
this. 

Why fundamental ontology had to run off into the blind 
alley of the philosophy of the subject it was supposed to be 
steering clear of is easy to see. Ontology with a transcendental 
twist is guilty of the same mistake that it attributes to classical 
epistemology: Whether one gives primacy to the Being-ques­
tion or to the knowledge-question, in either case the cognitive 
relation to the world and fact-stating discourse - theory and 
propositional truth - hold a monopoly as what is genuinely 
human and in need of clarification. This ontological/episte­
mological primacy of entities as what is knowable levels off the 
complexity of relations to the world sedimented in the multi­
plicity of illocutionary forces proper to natural languages, in 
favor of the one privileged relation to the o~jective world. This 
relation remains normative for practice, too; the monological 
execution of plans (that is, rational purposiveness) holds good 
as the primary form of action.:>:> The objective world, even 
though conceived of as a derivative of contexts of involvements, 
remains the reference point even for fundamental ontology, 
under the heading of entities taken as a whole. The analytic 
of Dasein follows the architectonic structure of Husserlian 
phenomenology in that it grasps comporting oneself toward 
entities in accord with the model of the cognitive relationship 
-just as phenomenology analyzes all intentional acts on the 
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model of the perception of elementary properties of objects. 
Within this architectonic, there is necessarily a place for the 
subject that constitutes objective realms by \vay of the transcen­
dental conditions of knowledge. Heidegger fills this place with 
something that is productive in another way, namely, by the 
creation of meanings that disclose the world . .Just as Kant and 
Husser! contrast the transcendental \Vith the empirical, so Hei­
degger distinguishes the ontological from the ontic, or the 
Existential from the Existentiell. 

Heidegger notes the breakdown of his attempt to tear away 
from the enchanted circle of the philosophy of the su~ject, but 
he does not note that this is a consequence of the sort of Being­
question that can only be posed within the horizon of an Ur­
sprungsphilosophie, however transcendentally turned it may be. 
The only way out of this impasse is afforded by an operation 
with which he often enough found fault in respect to 
Nietzsche's "rotation of Platonism": He stands Ursprungsphilo­
sophie on its head ·without dissociating himself from any of its 
prior problems. 

We have already become acquainted with the rhetoric by 
which the reversal is announced. The human being is no longer 
the placeholder of nothingness, but the shepherd of Being; 
being extended out toward anxiety gives way to joy and grati­
tude for the gift of Being; hanging on in spite of fate yields to 
self-surrender to the destining of Being; self-affirmation cedes 
to self-donation. The change in position can be described un­
der three aspects: (a) Heidegger renounces the claim ascribed 
to rnetaphvsics of self-grounding and ultimate grounding. The 
foundation that was fonnerlv supposed to be laid by funda­
mental ontologv in the form of a transcendentally executed 
~malvsis of the basic constitution of Dasein loses its significance 
m favor of a contingent occurrence to "·hich Dasein is delivered 
over. The event of Being can only be meditatively experienced 
and presented narratively, but not argumentatively retrieved 
and explained. (b) Heidegger rejects existential ontology's con­
cept of freedom. Dasein is no longer considered the author of 
world-projects in light of which entities are at once manifested 
and withdrawn; instead, the jnoductir,ily of the creation of 
meaning that is disclosive of world passes over to Being itself. 
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Dasein bows to the authority of an unmanipulable meaning of 
Being and rids itself of any will to self-affirmation that is sus­
pect of subjectivity. (c) Heidegger negates in the end the foun­
dationalism of a thinking that has recourse to a first principle, 
whether it occurs in the traditional patterns of metaphysics or 
in the patterns of transcendental philosophy from Kant to 
Husserl. This refusal does not, of course, extend to the hier­
archy of levels of knowledge that rest on a foundation beyond 
which we cannot go, but only to the atemporal character of 
this origin. Heidegger temporalizes the origins, which, in the 
shape of an unfathomable destiny, certainly retain the S()Ver­
eignty of a first principle. The temporality of Dasein is now 
only the cornice of a self-temporalizing dispensation of Being. 
The first principle of Unprungsphilosophie is temporalized. This 
is revealed in the undialectical nature of Being: The holy -
as which Being supposedly comes to language in poetry- is 
considered to be the absolutely unmediated, just as it had been 
for metaphysics. 

A consequence of this inverted foundationalism is the shift 
in meaning of "fore-having" [Vorhabe ], which Heidegger an­
nounced for the never written second volume of Being and 
Time: According to the self-understanding of Being and Time, 
it belonged to the province of a phenomenological destruction 
of the history of ontology to loosen up rigid traditions and to 
awaken the contemporary awareness of problems to the buried 
experiences of ancient ontology. Aristotle and Hegel treated 
the history of philosophy no differently - as a prehistory of 
their own system. After the reversal, this at first jnopaedeutically 
intended task mounts up to almost world-historical significance, 
since the history of metaphysics - and of the poetry deci­
phered against its backdrop - advances to the status of the 
single intelligible medium of the dispensations of Being itself. 
From this perspective, Heidegger seizes upon Nietzsche's crit­
ical reflections on metaphysics in order to integrate him into 
the history of metaphysics as its ambiguous culmination and to 
take up the legacy of his Dionysian messianism. 

Nevertheless, Heidegger could not have turned Nietzsche's 
radical critique of reason into a destruction of the history of 
ontology, he could not have projected Nietzsche's Dionysian 
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messianism apocalyptically onto Being, if an uprooting of prop­
ositional truth and a devaluation of discursive thought did not 
go hand in hand with his historicization of Being. Only for 
these reasons can the critique of reason in terms of the history 
of Being give the illusion, in spite of its radicality, of avoiding 
the paradoxes connected with any self-referential critique of 
reason. It reserves the title of truth for the so-called truth­
occurrence, which no longer has anything to do with a validity­
claim transcending space and time. The truths (emerging in 
the plural) of this temporalized Ursprungsphilosophie are in each 
case provincial and yet total; they are more like the command­
ing expressions of some sacral force fitted out with the aura of 
truth. As for the apophantic concept of truth developed in 
Being and Time (section 44), Ernst Tugendhat shows how Hei­
degger "precisely by the fact that he turns the word 'truth' into 
a basic term, ... passes over the problem of truth."34 Already 
at this point, the world-project disclosive of meaning, which is 
inscribed in the totality of a linguistic world view (as in Hum­
boldt) or in the grammar of a language game (as in Wittgen­
stein), is raised above any and every critical forum: The 
luminous force of world-disclosing language is hypostatized. It 
no longer has to prove itself by its capacity to throw light on 
beings in the world. Heidegger supposes that beings can be 
opened up in their Being with equal ease by any given ap­
proach. He fails to see that the horizon of the understanding 
of meaning brought to bear on beings is not prior to, but rather 
subordinate to, the question of truth. 3'' 

Of course, when the rule system of a language changes, the 
validity conditions of the sentences formulated in it also 
change. But whether the validity conditions are in fact satisfied 
to such an extent that the sentences can also function is not a 
matter of the world-disclosing power of the language, but of 
the innerworldly success of the practice it makes possible. The 
Heidegger of Being and Time was still enough a phenomenol­
ogist to fend off the idea that his argumentatively performed 
existential hermeneutics was removed from all claims of 
grounding. He was already prevented from taking this position 
by the idea (laden with strong normative connotations) of the 
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authentic capacity to be that he linked with an existentialist 
interpretation of individual conscience (sections 54-60). 

But even this check by a (surely problematic, because redu­
cible to an empty formula) decisionistic resoluteness loses its 
force after the Kehre. That dimension of unconccalment prior 
to propositional truth passes over from the conscientious proj­
ect of the individual concerned about his existence to an anon­
ymous dispensation of Being that demands subjection, is 
contingent, and prejudices the course of concrete history. The 
heart of the reversal is the fact that Heidegger misleadingly 
furnishes the metahistorical authority of a primordial force set 
temporally aflow with the attribute of being an occurrence of 
truth. 

v 

This step is so bereft of plausibility that it cannot be satisfac­
torily explained in terms of the internal motifs discussed up to 
this point. I suspect that Heidegger could find his way to the 
temporalized Ursprungsphilosophie of the later period only by 
way of his temporary identification with the National Socialist 
movement - to whose inner truth and greatness he still at­
tested in 1935. 

It is not Heidegger's "Profession of Faith in Adolf Hitler 
and the National Socialist Movement" (the title under which 
his address to the election rally of German scholars and sci­
entists held at Leipzig on 11 November 1933 was disseminated) 
that calls for a judgment by those born later - who cannot 
know whether in a similar situation they, too, would not have 
failed. What is irritating is the unwillingness and the inability 
of this philosopher, after the end of the Nazi regime, to admit 
his error with so much as one sentence- an error fraught with 
political consequences. Instead, Heidegger embraces the 
maxim that it is not the perpetrators but the victims themselves 
who are guilty: "Certainly - it is always presumptuous when 
men add up and attribute guilt to other men. But when one 
seeks out the guilty and measures their guilt: Is there not also 
a guilt of essential omission? Those who were then so proph­
etically gifted that they saw everything coming just as it did-



]:J() 

Lecture VI 

I was not that wise - why have they waited almost ten years 
to take action against the malignancy? \Vhy didn't those who 
thought they knew in 1933, vvhy didn't they rise up then to 
turn everything toward the good, from the ground up?":16 

What is irritating is the repression of guilt in a man who, when 
it was all over, wrote out a denazification certificate justifying 
his option for fascism from the valet's perspective of petty 
university intrigues. Just as Heidegger immediately pins the 
blame for his assumption of the rectorship and the quarrels 
that followed on the "essentially metaphysical condition of sci­
ence, ":17 so he detaches his actions and statements altogether 
from himself as an empirical person and attributes them to a 
fate for which one cannot be held responsible. He viewed his 
own theoretical development from this perspective as well; he 
did not understand the so-called Kehre as the outcome of an 
effort of thought to solve problems, the result of a process of 
investigation, but always as the objective event of an anony­
mous overcoming of metaphysics staged by Being itself. Up to 

this point I have reconstructed the transition from fundamen­
tal ontology to the meditative thinking of Being as an internally 
motivated way out of the philosophy of the subject, that is, as 
a solution to a jJroblern. Heidegger would emphatically reject this 
reconstruction. There is also some truth in this protest. As a 
matter of fact, the reversal is the result of his historical expe­
rience with National Socialisrn, that is, of an event that Hei­
degger to a certain extent ran up against. Only this moment 
of truth within a metaphysically enraptured self-understanding 
can render plausible what would have to remain unintelligible 
from the internal perspective of a theoretical development 
guided by problems: how Heidegger could understand the 
history of Being as truth-occurrence and keep it immune from 
any simple historicism of world views or epochal interpreta­
tions of the world. Thus, I am interested in the question of 
how fascism played into the very development of Heidegger's 
theory. 

So little did Heiclegger perceive the position worked out in 
Being and Time- and elucidated many times in the succeeding 
years until 1933 - as problematic that after the takeover of 
power he made an original use precisely of the implications, 
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in terms of the philosophy of the subject, of self-assertive Da­
sein in its finitude. To be sure, it was a use that significantly 
shifted the connotations and the original meaning of the ex­
istential analytic. The basic concepts (left unchanged) of fun­
damental ontology were given a new content by Heidegger in 
1933. If he had hitherto used "Dasein" in an unmistakable way 
for the existentially isolated individual on his course toward 
death, now he substitutes for this "in-each-case-mine" Dasein 
the collective Dasein of a btefully existing and "in-each-case­
our" people [Volk].:lR All the existential categories stay the same 
and yet with one stroke they change their very meaning- and 
not just the horizon of their expressive significance. The con­
notations they owe to their Christian origins, especially Kier­
kegaard, are transformed in the light of a New Paganism 
prevalent at that time. 39 The obscene intonation of its semantics 
can be made evident by citations that have long been familiar. 
In an election manifesto, Rector Heidegger writes in the Frei­
burger Studentenzeitung of 10 November 1933: 'The German 
people is called by the Fuhrer to an election; but the Fuhrer 
asks nothing of the people. Rather he gives them the most 
direct possibility of the highest free choice: whether the entire 
people wills its own Dasein or not. ... This election simply 
cannot be compared to previous elections. Its unique quality is 
the simple greatness of the decision to be made .... This final 
decision reaches out to the uttermost boundaries of the Dasein 
of our people .... The election choice that the German people 
now makes is- apart from its outcome- already the occur­
rence of and the strongest testimony to the new German reality 
of the National Socialist State. Our will to the self-responsibility 
of the people wills that each people find the greatness and 
truth of its determination .... The Fuhrer has awakened this 
will in the whole people and has fused it into a single deci­
sion. "40 Whereas earlier the ontology was rooted ontically in 
the existence of the individual in the lifeworld, 41 now Heideg­
ger singles out the historical existence of a nation yoked to­
gether by the Fuhrer into a collective will as the locale in which 
Dasein's authentic capacity to be whole is to be decided. The 
first Reichstag elections, taking place in the shadow of KZs 
filled with Communists and Social Democrats, shift into the 
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aura of some final existential decision. What has actually de­
generated into an empty acclamation Heidegger stylizes into a 
decision that, in the light of Being and Time's conceptual frame­
work, takes on the character of a project: the project of a new, 
authentic form of life for the people. 

On the occasion of the aforementioned election rally by sci­
entists and scholars for the Fuhrer, Being and Tirne again pro­
vides the script for a speech that is supposed to stir up not 
individual existence but now the whole people, and to push 
them to a heroic truth: "The people is winning back the truth 
of its will to exist [ Daseinswille], ·for truth is the manifestness of 
what a people makes secure, clear, and strong in its action and 
knowledge." The formal determination of provisional reso­
luteness heard by students since 1927 gets concretized into the 
outbreak of a national revolution - and into a break with the 
world of Occidental rationalism: "We have completely broken 
with idolizing a thinking that has no ground and no power. 
We see the end of all philosophy that could serve it. We are 
certain of this- that the clear toughness and the certainty that 
does justice to achievement, which are proper to simple, un­
compromising questioning about the nature of Being, are com­
ing back to us. The primordial courage to either grow from or 
break under the confrontation with what is [dern Seienden] is 
the innermost motivation of a national science [einer volkischen 
wissenschajt] . ... Questioning bids us not to shut ourselves off 
from the terror of the untamed and the chaos of darkness .... 
And so v-:e - who will henceforth be entrusted with the pre­
servation of our people's desire to know - proclaim: The 
National Socialist revolution is not simply the assumption of 
existing power in the state by another party that has become 
equal to the task; rather, this revolution brings with it a com­
plete upheaval of our German existence Dasein."42 

As the lectures for the summer semester of 1935 demon­
strate, Heidegger held fast to this profession of faith beyond 
the time span of his short term as rector. Once he at last could 
no longer be deluded about the true character of the National 
Socialist regime, he had maneuvered himself philosophically 
into a difficult situation. Because he identified "Dasein" with 
the Dasein of the nation, authentic capacity to be with the 

_..J 

159 
The Undermining of Western Rationalism: Heidegger 

seizure of power, and freedom with the will of the Fuhrer, and 
because he had read into the question of Being the National 
Socialist revolution, including labor service, military service, 
and scholarly service, an internal and not easily touched up 
connection between his philosophy and contemporary events 
was established. A plain, political-moral revaluation of National 
Socialism would have attacked the foundations of the renewed 
ontology and called into question the entire theoretical ap­
proach. But if, on the contrary, the disappointment with Na­
tional Socialism could be elevated beyond the foreground 
sphere of responsible judgment and action and stylized into an 
objective error, to an error gradually revealing itself in history, 
the continuity with the point of departure of Being and Time 
need not be end~ngered. Heidegger works up his historical 
experience with National Socialism in a manner that does not 
call into question the elitist claim to a privileged access to the 
truth on the part of philosophers. He interprets the untruth 
of the movement by which he had let himself be dragged along 
not in terms of an existential fallenness into the "they" for 
which one is subjectively responsible, but as an objective with­
holding of the truth. That the eyes of the most resolute phi­
losopher were only gradually opened up to the nature of the 
regime - for this astoundingly delayed reading of world his­
tory - the course of the world itself is supposed to assume 
authorship, not concrete history, indeed, but a sublimated his­
tory promoted to the lofty heights of ontology. Thus was born 
the concept of the history of Being. 

Within the frame of this concept, Heidegger's fascist error 
takes on a significance related to the history of metaphysics:±:~ 
In 1935 Heidegger still saw the inner truth and greatness of 
the National Socialist movement in the "encounter between 
global technology and modern man."44 At that time, he still 
trusted in the National Socialist movement to enlist the poten­
tial of technology in the service of the pn~ject of the new 
German Dasein. Only in the later course of the debate with 
Nietzsche's theory of power does Heidegger develop the con­
cept of technology in terms of the history of ontology as that 
of Gestell. From that time, he was able to view fascism itself as 
a symptom and to classify it, alongside Americanism and com-
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munism, as an expression of the metaphysical domination of 
technology. It is only after this turn that fascism, like 
Nietzsche's philosophy, belongs to the objectively ambiguous 
phase of the overcoming of metaphysics. 1

' With this shift in 
meaning, the activism and decisionism of self-assertive Dasein, 
in both its versions, the existentialist and the national revolu­
tionary, also lose their meaning-disclosing function; only now 
does the pathos of self-assertion become a basic trait of the 
subjectivity that holds sway over modernity. In the later phi­
losophy, the pathos of letting be and of readiness to listen takes 
its place. 

Our recapitulation of the motivation behind the Kehre in 
terms of the history of that period confirms the outcome of 
our reconstruction of its internal theoretical development. In­
asmuch as he propagates a mere inversion of the thought 
patterns of the philosophy of the subject, Heidegger remains 
caught up in the problematic of that kind of philosophy. 

J 

VII 

Beyond a Temporalized 
Philosophy of Origins: 
Jacques Derrida's Critique 
of Phonocentrism 

I 

lnsohr as Heidegger was received in postwar France as the 
author of the "Letter on Humanism," Derrida is correct in 
claiming for himself the role of an authentic disciple who has 
critically taken up the teaching of the master and productively 
advanced it. Not without a feeling for the lwiros of the situation 
in contemporary history, Derricla made this claim in May of 
l96B just as the riots had reached their highpoint. 1 Like Hei­
degger, Derrida takes into consideration "the Occident in its 
entirety" and confronts it with its "other," which announces 
itself in "radical upheavals"- economically and politically (that 
is, manifestly) by new constellations between Europe and the 
Third World, metaphysically by the end of anthropocentric 
thought. The human being as the being toward death has 
always lived in relation to its natural end. But now it is a matter 
of the end of its humanistic self-understanding: In the home­
lcssness of nihilism it is not the human being but the essence 
of the human that wanders blindly about. And this end is 
supposed to be disclosed in the thinking about Being initiated 
by Heidcgger. Heidegger prepares the completion of an epoch 
that will perhaps never end in a historical-ontic sense.~ The 
familiar melody of the self-overcoming of metaphysics also sets 
the tone for Derrida's enterprise; destruction is renamed de­
construction: "Within the closure, by an oblique and always 
perilous mm·ement, constantly risking falling back within what 
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is being deconstructed, it is necessary to surround the critical 
concepts with a careful and thorough discourse ... to designate 
rigorously their intimate relationship to the machine whose 
deconstruction they permit; and, in the same process, to des­
ignate the crevice through which the unnameable glimmer 
beyond the closure of our epoch can be glimpsed."3 To this 
point we are on familiar ground. 

To be sure, Den·ida distances himself from Heidegger's later 
philosophy, especially from its network of metaphors. He de­
fends himself against the regressively innocuous "metaphorics 
of proximity, of simple and immediate presence ... associating 
the proximity of Being with the values of neighboring, shelter, 
house, service, guard, voice, and listening."4 Whereas Heideg­
ger decks out his history-of-Being fatalism in the style of 
Schultze-Naumburg with its sentimental homely pictures of a 
preindustrial peasant counterworld/' Derrida moves about in­
stead in the subversive world of the partisan struggle - he 
would even like to take the house of Being apart and, out in 
the open, "to dance ... the cruel feast of which the Genealogy 
of iVIorals speaks."ti vVe shall have to see whether the concept 
or the history of Being changes along with the tenor, or 
whether under Derrida's hands the same idea merely takes on 
a different coloring. 

Heidegger purchases the temporalization of Ursprungsphilo­
sophie with a concept of truth made historically dynamic, but 
deracinated. When one lets oneself be as affected by the cir­
cumstances of contemporary history as Heidegger does, and 
nonetheless progresses, as if with the force of gravity, into the 
dimension or essential concepts, the truth claim of inverted 
foundationalism becomes rigidified into a prophetic gesture. 
At least it remains unclear how the normative core of a truth 
claim that transcends space and time could be maintained 
within the mobility of a happening of truth that is not at our 
disposal. With his concept of the Dionysian, Nietzsche had still 
pointed to a sphere of normative experience; and even Hei­
degger, in his existentialist period, could orient himself in 
terms of the normative content of an authentic Dasein. By 
contrast, the gracious gift of unfathomable Being lacks any 
structure whatsoever; the concept of the holy is ultimately no 
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less diffuse than that of life. Distinctions we associate with the 
meaning of validity do not find any support within a dispen­
sation of Being removed from all verification. Only religious 
connotations furnish any points of support - but they are 
immediately rejected as ontotheological remnants. 

Derrida, too, perceives this situtation as unsatisfactory; struc­
turalism seems to provide a way out. For Heidegger, language 
constitutes the medium of the history of Being; the grammar 
of linguistic world views directs the preontological understand­
ing of Being dominant at any given time. Heideggger rests 
content with characterizing language globally as the house of 
Being; despite the privileged status accorded it, he never sys­
tematically studied language. This is where Derrida starts. A 
scholarly climate shaped by the structuralism of Saussure en­
courages him to enlist linguistics, too, in the service of the 
critique of metaphysics. He then redoes the step from philos­
ophy of consciousness to philosophy of language in a meth­
odical way and, with grammatology, opens up a field of 
research for analyses that could no longer have existed for 
Heidegger on the level of his history of Being. For reasons we 
still need to explain, Derrida does not make use of the analyses 
of ordinary language carried out in the Anglo-Saxon world; 
he does not concern himself with the grammar of language or 
with the logic of its use. Instead, in a countermove to structur­
alist phonetics, he sets out to study the foundations of gram­
matology, that is, the science of writing. He cites from Littn' 
the lexical entry for "grammatology" - "A treatise upon let­
ters, upon the alphabet, syllabation, reading, and writing" -
and names as a relevant study I. J. Gelb's book A Study of 
Writing: The Foundations of Grammatology. 7 

Grammatology recommends itself as a guide for the critique 
of metaphysics because it goes to the roots of phonetic writing, 
that is, of writing that copies the sound of words; and this is 
not only coextensive but also equiprimordial with metaphysical 
thought. Derrida is convinced "that phonetic writing, the me­
dium of the great metaphysical, scientific, technical, and eco­
nomic adventure of the West, is limited in space and time" -
and in our day has reached its limit.R The early Derrida hopes 
to carry out the enterprise of the self-overcoming of meta-
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physics in the form of a grammatological study that reaches 
back beyond the beginnings of phonetic writing. It inquires 
beyond any writing that remains within the enchanted circle 
of the phonetic as a sheer fixation of sound patterns. Gram­
matology is supposed to explain instead why what is essential 
to language has to be grasped on the model of writing and not 
that of speech: "The 'rationality' - but perhaps that word 
should be abandoned for reasons that will appear at the end 
of this sentence- which governs a writing thus enlarged and 
radicalized, no longer issues from a logos. Further, it inaugu­
rates the destruction, not the demolition but the de-sedimen­
tation, the de-construction, of all the significations that have 
their source in that [signification] of the logos. Particularly the 
signification of truth. All the metaphysical determinations of 
truth, and even the one beyond metaphysical ontotheology that 
Heidegger reminds us of, are more or less immediately insep­
arable from the instance of the logos."9 Since the logos, as we 
shall sec, constantly indwells the spoken word, Derrida wants 
to confront the logoccntrism of the West in the form of 
phonocentrism. 

To understand this startling turn to grammatology it is useful 
to recall the metaphor of the book of nature or the book of 
the world, which points to the hard-to-read, painstakingly to 
be deciphered handwriting of God. Derrida quotes a saying of 
Jaspers: "The world is the handwriting of another, never fully 
legible world, which only existence deciphers." There are only 
books in the plural because the original text has been lost. Yet 
Den-ida removes any optimistic note from this picture by rad­
icalizing the notion of the lost book in a Kafkaesque manner. 
This book written in God's handwriting never existed, but only 
traces of it, and even they have been obliterated. This aware­
ness has left its imprint on the self-understanding of modern­
ity, at least since the nineteenth century: "It is not only to have 
lost the theological certainty of seeing every page bind itself 
into the unique text of the truth, ... the genealogical anthol­
ogy, the Book of Reason this time, the infinite manuscript read 
by a God who, in a more or less deferred way, is said to have 
given us the use of this pen. This lost certainty, this absence of 
divine writing, that is to say, first of all, the absence of the 
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Jewish God (who himself writes, when necessary), does not 
solely and vaguely define something like 'modernity.' As the 
absence and haunting of the divine sign, it regulates all modern 
criticism and aesthetics." 111 Modernity is in search of the traces 
of a writing that no longer holds out the prospect of a mean­
ingful whole as the book of nature or the Holy Scripture had 
done. 

Within a traditional context marked by catastrophe, the sub­
strate of written signs is the only thing that survives corruption. 
The text is often damaged and fragmented so that it denies 
any access to interpreters in succeeding generations. But the 
signification remains upon even unintelligible texts, the signs 
last- matter survives as the trace of a spirit that has vanished. 

It is obvious that Derrida, taking up from Levinas, is inspired 
by the .Jewish understanding of tradition, which is more re­
moved than the Christian from the idea of the book and pre­
cisely for this reason remains more rigorously bound to 
erudition in scripture. The program of a scripture scholarship 
with claims to a critique of metaphysics is nourished from 
religious sources. By the same token, Derrida does not want to 
think theologically; as an orthodox Heideggerian, he is forbid­
den any thought about a supreme entity. Instead, similarly to 
Heidegger, Derrida sees the modern condition as constituted 
by phenomena of deprival that are not comprehensible within 
the horizon of the history of reason and of divine revelation. 
As he assures us at the start of his essay on "differance," he 
does not want to do any theology, not even negative theology. 
Even less does he want whatever thus deprives us of itself to 
just trickle away through our fingers like the fluid of an intrins­
ically paradoxical history of Being. 

The medium of writing provides, for this reason as well, a 
model in terms of which the aura is to be removed from the 
happening of truth, the Being distinguished from entities 
taken in sum and also from any supreme entity, and it is to be 
given a certain playful consistency. Consequently, Derrida has 
in mind here not the "solid permanence of the written," but 
primarily the circumstance that the written form detaches any 
given text from the context in which it arose. Writing makes 
what is said independent from the mind of the author, from 
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the breath of the audience, as well as from the presence of the 
objects under discussion. The medium of writing lends the text 
a stony autonomy in relation to all living contexts. It extin­
guishes the concrete connections with individual subjects and 
Lo 

determinate situations, and yet the text still retains its reada-
bility. Writing guarantees that a text can always repeatedly be 
read in arbitrarily changing contexts. What fascinates Derrida 
is this thought of an absolute readability: Even in the absence of 
every possible audience, after the death of all beings with an 
intelligent nature, the writing holds open in heroic abstraction 
the possibility of a repeatable readability that transcends every­
thing in this world. Because writing mortifies the living con­
nections proper to the spoken word, it promises salvation for 
its semantic content even beyond the day on which all' who can 
speak and listen have fallen prey to the holocaust." "All gra­
phemes are of a testamentary essence." 12 

Of course, this idea is merely a variation on the motif of the 
dependency of living discourse upon self-sufficient structures 
of language. Inasmuch as Derrida replaces grammar as the 
science of language with grammatology as the science of writ­
ing, he intends to make the basic insight of structuralism even 
more pointed. Heidegger lacked the concept of a self-stabilized 
linguistic medium. This is why in Being and Time he had to base 
the constitution and maintenance of the world initially on the 
productivity of a world-projecting and self-grounding Dasein, 
which is to say, on an equivalent for the creative activity of 
transcendental subjectivity. Derrida is spared the detour 
through Being and Time. Backed by structuralism, he can forge 
a direct route from H usserl's earlier philosophy of conscious­
ness to the late Heidegger's philosophy of language. I want to 
test whether his grammatologically distanced conception of the 
history of Being avoids the objection that was raised by Hei­
degger against Nietzsche and that recoils upon Heidegger him­
self: 'The Nietzschean demolition remains dogmatic and, like 
all reversals, a captive of that metaphysical edifice which it 
P.rofesses to overthrow." 13 To anticipate my thesis: Even Der­
nda does not extricate himself from the constraints of the 
paradigm of the philosophy of the subject. His attempt to go 
beyond Heidegger does not escape the aporetic structure of a 
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truth-occurrence eviscerated of all truth-as-validity. Derrida 
passes beyond Heidegger's inverted foundationalism, but re­
mains in its path. As a result, the temporalized Ursprungsphi­
losophie takes on clearer contours. The remembrance of the 
messianism of Jewish mysticism and of the abandoned but well­
circumscribed place once assumed by the God of the Old Tes­
tament preserves Derrida, so to speak, from the political-moral 
insensitivity and the aesthetic tastelessness of a New Paganism 
spiced up with Holderlin. 

II 

The text through which we can examine in detail Derrida's 
attempt to break out of the philosophy of the subject is the 
critique of Husserl's theory of meaning that was published in 
1967, at the same time as Of Grammatology. 11 From the stand­
point of a deconstruction of the philosophy of consciousness, 
Derrida could scarcely have chosen a more fitting target than 
the section on "Expression and Meaning" from the second 
volume of the Logical lnvestigations. 15 Here H usserl energeti­
cally defends the sphere of pure consciousness against the 
intermediate domain of linguistic communication; he pushes 
meaning emphatically to the side of ideal essence and of the 
intelligible, in order to purify it from the empirical associations 
of the linguistic expression without which we cannot get hold 
of the meaning. 

H usserl distinguishes the sign, which expresses a linguistic 
meaning, from a mere indication. Fossil bones attest to the 
existence of antediluvian animals; flags or banners testify to 
the nationality of their bearers; knots in a handkerchief remind 
one of a not yet carried out plan. In all these cases, the signal 
calls a situation to consciousness. It is immaterial whether the 
indicator is connected with the existence of the situation indi­
cated by causal, logical, iconic, or purely conventional connec­
tions; it functions as an indication when, like the knots in the 
handkerchief, the sign-perception evokes the thought of a non­
present state of affairs in virtue of an association effective in 
the psyche. The linguistic expression represents its meaning 
(or the object to which it is related when it appears with a 
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referential function) in a different mode. Unlike the signal, 
the linguistic expression has its meaning on the basis of an 
ideal connection and not in virtue of association. Interestingly 
enough, Husserl reckons mimicry and gesture as indications 
because he misses in these spontaneous bodily expressions the 
act of will or the communicative intent - in brief, the inten­
tionality of the speaker. They take on a meaning, to be sure, 
as soon as they substitute for linguistic expressions. Expressions 
can be set off from indications by reason of their genuinely 
linguistic structure. "Each expression not only has a meaning, 
but refers to certain objects."I<i In other words, an expression 
can always be expanded into a sentence that refers the content 
of what is said to something about which something is stated. 
In contrast, the indication lacks this differentiation into object 
reference and predicated content - and hence that indepen­
dence of situation which is specifically characteristic of the 
linguistic expression. 

Husserl's theory of meaning - like that of Saussure -
adopts a semiotic and not a semantic approach. He does not 
expand the semiotic distinction between sign-types (indication 
versus expression) into a grammatical distinction between sig­
nal language and propositionally differentiated language. 17 

Derrida's critique confines itself to semiotic considerations as 
well. He refers especially to the peculiar use H usserl makes of 
his distinction between sign and indication to devalue expres­
sions employed communicatively as against linguistic expres­
sions strictu sensu. H usserl expounds the thesis that linguistic 
expressions, which arise pure, as it were, in the internal forum 
of the "solitary mental life," have to take on the additional 
function of ind,ication as soon as they are to serve the pragmatic 
function of communication and pass over into the external 
sphere of speech. In the course of communicative speech, ex­
pressions arc supposed to be "intertwined" with indications. It 
is common practice in analytic philosophy as well to prescind 
from the pragmatic aspects of the use of expressions in utter­
ances and to concentrate only on the semantic structure of 
sentences and components of sentences. This conceptual cut 
G~n be darihed in relation to the transition from intersubjective 
chscoursc to internal monologue- the semantic point of view 
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is satisfied with just the aspects constitutive of a monological 
use of linguistic expressions. But the semanticist position, 
which denies the intrinsic connection of language in its seman­
tic dimension with speech, and proceeds as if the pragmatic 
functions of speech were extrinsic, does not necessarily follow 
from choosing formal semantics as one's level of analysis. 
Within the framework of phenomenology, Husserl espouses 
just this (semanticist) position; given the premises of the phi­
losophy of consciousness, he has no other choice. 1" 

The monadological start from the transcendental ego forces 
H usserl to reconstruct intersubjective relationships produced 
in communication from the perspective of the individual con­
sciousness directed tmvard intentional objects. The process of 
coming to an understanding breaks down into "informing," on 
the part of a speaker who produces sounds and links them 
with meaning-engendering acts, and the "being informed" of 
a hearer, for whom the signs perceived indicate the "informa­
tive" psychic experiences: "What first makes mental commerce 
possible, and turns connected speech into discourse, lies in the 
correlation among the corresponding physical and mental ex­
periences of communicating pcrsons." 19 Since at first the sub­
jects stand immediately before one another and perceive one 
another as objects, communication between them is portrayed 
on the model of signaling contents of experience, that is, in 
expressivistic terms. The mediating signs function as indications 
for acts that the speaker performs in his solitary mental life: 
"If one surveys these interconnections, one sees at once that 
all expressions in communicative speech function as indica­
tions. They serve the hearer as signs of the 'thoughts' of the 
speaker, i.e. of his sense-giving inner experiences."20 

Because H usserl posits as originary the subjectivity of sense­
giving acts rather than the linguistically created intersubjectiv­
ity of mutual understanding, the process of reaching under­
standing between subjects has to be represented on the model 
of transmitting and deciphering experiential signals. Taking 
recourse in the distinction between expression and indication, 
he describes the communicative use of signs in such a fashion 
that thev take on the function of external indications of the 
inwardly performed acts of the speaker. However, if linguistic 
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expressions are joined to indications only in communication, 
that is, secondarily, expressions as such have to be ascribed to 
the sphere of solitary mental life- and only when they depart 
the sphere of interiority do they enter among the determina­
tions of the indication. Then, however, the physical sign-sub­
strate is devalued in relation to the meaning of the linguistic 
expression and demoted to a virtual state; its existence is, so 
to speak, canceled. Everything external is relegated to the cat­
egory of the indication. Since the expression gets sublimated 
into pure meaning, released from any communicative function 
and shed of anything bodily, one is not at all sure why it is that 
meanings still need to be expressed with the help of word and 
sentence signs. In the internal monologue, there is no need 
for the subject in interchange only with itself to manifest to 
itself something of its inner experience: "Shall one say that in 
soliloquy one speaks to oneself, and employs words as signs, 
i.e. as indications, of one's own inner experience? I cannot 
think such a view acceptable."~! In the inward monologue, the 
sign-substrate of the meaning expressed liquefies into some­
thing "essentially indifferent." "The expression seems to direct 
interest away from itself towards its sense, and to point to the 
latter. But this pointing is not an indication in the sense pre­
viously discussed .... What we are to use as an indication, must 
be perceived by us as existent. This also holds for expressions 
used in communication, but not for expressions used in solil­
oquy .... In imagination a spoken or printed word floats before 
us, though in reality it has no existence."~~ 

This rendering virtual of the interiorized sign that issues 
from the philosophy of the subject has an important implica­
tion. That is to say, Husser! finds himself forced to anchor the 
identity of the meaning in something other than rules for sign­
usage. This latter conception, subsequently developed by Witt­
genstein, would presuppose an instrinsic connection between 
the identity of meaning and the intersubjective validity of the 
rules of meaning. Husser!, too, compares the signs we use in 
calculating with figures we move in accord with the rules of a 
chess game. But in contrast to Wittgenstein, Husser! has to 
postulate the primacy of pure meanings; only by virtue of our 
acquaintance with these originary meanings can we know how 
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to proceed with the chess figures: "and so arithmetical signs 
have, besides their original meaning, their so-to-say games­
meaning, .... If one treats arithmetical signs as mere counters 
in the rule-sense, to solve the tasks of the reckoning games 
leads to numerical signs or formulae whose interpretation in 
their original, truly arithmetical senses also represents the so­
lution of corresponding arithmetical problems."~3 

The meaning of an expression is grounded in acts of mean­
ing-intention and of intuitive fulfillment of this intention -
this is meant not psychologically, but in the sense of a tran­
scendental grounding. The content of meaning is an ideal 
something-in-itself that Husser! wants to get from the inten­
tional nature of the meaning-bestowing act, and ultimately 
from the nature of the meaning-fulfilling act of a correlative 
ideal intuition. However, no necessary connection exists "be­
tween the ideal unities which in fact operate as meanings, and 
the signs to which they are tied, i.e. through which they become 
real in human mental life."~4 This Platonism of meaning, which 
unites Husser! with Frege, is what ultimately permits the dis­
tinction between meanings "in themselves" and merely "ex­
pressed" meanings, which recalls Popper's equivalent 
distinction between the third and second worlds. The expres­
sion that emerges in the interior monologue as a "sign fantasy" 
serves the cognitive appropriation of ideal unities, which are 
available for knowing su~jects only as expressed: "Wherever a 
new concept is formed, we see how a meaning becomes realized 
that was previously unrealized."~5 

I have gone through H usserl's theory of meaning step by 
step in order to show exactly the point at which Derrida's 
critique begins. Against the Platonizing of meaning and against 
the disembodying interiorization of its linguistic expression, 
Derrida wants to bring out the indissoluble interweave of the 
intelligible with the sign-substrate of its expression, one might 
even say: the transcendental primacy of the sign as against the 
meaning. Interestingly, his reflections are not aimed at those 
premises of the philosophy of consciousness that make it im­
possible to identify language as an intersubjectively constituted 
intermediate domain that has a share in both the transcenden­
tal character of world-disclosure and the empirical character 
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of the innerworldly experienceable. Derrida does not take as 
his point of departure that nodal point at which the philosophy 
of language and of consciousness branch off, that is, the point 
v\·here the paradigm of linguistic philosophy separates from 
that of philosophy of consciousness and renders the identity 
of meaning dependent upon the intersubjective practice of 
employing rules of meaning. Instead, Derrida follows Husser! 
along the path of separating off (in terms of transcendental 
philosophy) every innerworldly thing from the performances 
of the subject that are constitutive of the world, in order to 
take up the battle against the sovereignty of ideally intuited 
essences within its innermost precincts. 

III 

Derrida's critique approaches Husserl's concept of evidence in 
a manner similar to Heidegger's earlier critique of Husserl's 
concept of phenomenon. To secure the status of meanings 
existing "in themselves" beyond all embodiments, Husser! has 
to have recourse to an intuition in which these essences show 
themselves "of their own accord" and attain to givenness as 
pure phenomena. He constructs this intuition as the fulfillment 
of a meaning-intention, as the sclf-givenness of the "object" 
intended by the linguistic expression. The act intending mean­
ing is related to the act fulfilling meaning as an image is to the 
actual perception of an object. The intuition makes good the 
promissory note issued by the expressed meaning. With this 
conception, however, Husser! trims down a priori all linguist­
ically expressible meanings to their cognitive dimension. 

Derrida rightly takes exception to the fact that language is 
then reduced to those components useful for knowing or for 
stating facts. Logic takes precedence over grammar, the cog­
nitive function over the function of reaching understanding. 
To Husser! this seems obvious: "If we ask what an expression 
means, we naturally recur to cases where it actually contributes 
to knowledge.'' 2 f> Husser! himself remarks that, for example, 
the significance of singular terms could not be explained with­
out further ado in accord with this model - there are "sub­
jective expressions" whose meaning shifts along with the speech 
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situation. But he meets this difficulty with the assertion that 
"each subjective expression is replaceable by an objective ex­
pression which will preserve the identity of each momentary 
meaning-intention."27 Individual names are supposed to be 
replaceable by specification of distinguishing characteristics, 
deictic expressions of place and time by specification of spati­
otemporal points, and so forth. As Tugendhat has shown, this 
program of translating sul~jective expressions into situation­
independent objective expressions cannot be carried through; 
singular terms, like performative expressions, are examples of 
genuinely pragmatic meanings that cannot be explained inde­
pendently of an intersubjective practice of applying rules. Der­
ricla, to be sure, interprets this state of affairs completely 
differently. He understands the fact that Husser! has to couple 
all linguistic meanings with truth-related o~jective expressions, 
which are tied to fulfillment by actual intuition and hence are 
foreshortened to their cognitive function, as a symptom of a 
logocentrism with a long pedigree and by no means remediable 
through linguistic analysis: "Clearly, in fact, to say that each 
subjective expression could be replaced by an objective ex­
pression, is no more than to assert the unbounded range of 
objective reason." 2

H It is this prior metaphysical bounding of 
language by reason, of meaning by knowledge, that evokes 
Derrida's resistance. In Husserl's evidential concept of truth, 
he sees a metaphysics at work that necessitates thinking Being 
as presence, as making-present or presentment. 

This is where Derrida brings into play the exteriority of the 
sign that was pushed aside as inessential in Husserl's argument 
- a semiotic insight, but by no means one based on the prag­
matics of speech. For Derrida, the idea of the identity of an 
experience as certified by presence reveals the metaphysical 
heart of phenomenology - metaphysical inasmuch as the 
model of an intuitively fulfilled meaning-intention docs away 
with the temporal difference and otherness that are constitutive 
for the act of intuitively re-presenting [Vergegenwiirtigung] the 
same object and thus also for the identity of the meaning of a 
linguistic expression. In Husserl's suggestion of the simple 
presence of something given in itself, the structure of repeti­
tion is lost, without which nothing can be torn out of the flux 
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of time and the stream of experiences and made present as 
the same, which is to say, can be represented [reprasentiert]. 

In the central chapter 5 of Speech and Phenomena, Derrida 
goes back to H usserl's analyses of internal time-consciousness 
to work out- with Husser! and against Husser!- the differ­
ential structure of the intuition of what is actually given, an 
intuition that is made possible only through primary expecta­
tion and remembrance. The simple presence of an undivided 
object that is identical with itself falls apart as soon as we 
become conscious of the net -of protentions and retentions in 
which every actual experience is embedded. The experience 
that is present "at the moment" is indebted to an act of re­
presentation, perception is indebted to a reproducing recog­
nition, such that the difference of a temporal interval and thus 
also an element of otherness is inherent in the spontaneity of 
the living moment. The intimately fused unity of what is in­
tuitively given proves in fact to be something compounded and 
produced. Because the Husser! of the Logical Investigations 
failed to appreciate this original process of temporizing and 
spacing at the heart of transcendental subjectivity, he could 
also misconstrue the role of the sign in the constitution of 
objects and meanings identical with themselves. The sign is 
indispensable for every representation that relates past and 
present to one another: "A phoneme or grapheme is necessar­
ily always to some extent different each time that it is presented 
in an operation or a perception. But it can function as a sign, 
and in general as language, only if a formal identity enables it 
to be issued again and to be recognized. This identity is nec­
essarily ideal."~'J In place of the ideal character of some mean­
ing in itself, which Husser! separates as rigorously from the 
acts of intending and of communication as from the sign­
substrate of the expression and of the referent, Derrida has 
recourse to the "ideality of the sensible form of the signifier."30 

Nevertheless he does not explain this pragmatically from rule­
usage, but by setting it off from what he calls Husserl's meta­
phvsics of presence. 

According to Derrida's central objection, Husser! permitted 
himself to be blinded by the fundamental idea of Western 
metaphysics: that the ideal nature of self-identical meaning is 
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only guaranteed by the living presence of the unmediated, 
intuitively accessible, actual experience in the interiority of a 
transcendental subjectivity purified of all empirical associa­
tions. Otherwise he could not have deluded himself about the 
fact that, at the very source of this apparently absolute pres­
ence, a temporal difference and otherness looms on the hori­
zon, which Derrida characterizes both as a passive dif(erence and 
as a deferral that produces difference. This not-yet of a temporarily 
withheld, potential, still outstanding present forms the foil of 
references without which nothing at all could be experienced 
as something present. Derrida disputes that any meaning-in­
tention can ever be wholly absorbed in the fulfilling intention, 
can be congruent with it, can ever melt away into it. An intui­
tion can never make good that promissory note of meaning­
intention issued by the expression. Rather, temporal difference 
and otherness are constitutive for both - for the meaning­
function of a linguistic expression, which has to remain intel­
ligible precisely in the absence of that to which the intended 
and the said refer; and for the structure of the experience of 
an object, which can be identified and held on to as something 
presently perceived only in anticipation of an interpretative 
expression, an expression, that is to say, that transcends actual 
experience and to that extent is not present. 

A structure of repeatability investigated by H usserl himself 
in the concepts of protention and retention lies at the basis of 
every perception. H usserl did not recognize that the structure 
of re-presentation is only made possible by the symbolizing 
power or representative function of the sign. Only the expres­
sion, in its substratelike, nonsublimatable externality of the 
sign-character, brings forth the irrevocable difference, on the 
one hand, between itself and that for which it stands - its 
meaning - and, on the other hand, between the sphere of 
linguistically articulated meanings and the innerworldly sphere 
to which the speaker and hearer belong, together with their 
experiences and their speech, and above all the objects of the 
latter. Derrida interprets the internally differentiated relation­
ship between expression, meaning, and experience as a crevice 
through which shines the light of language in which something 
can first be present as something in the world. Expression and 
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meaning represent something - and Derrida grasps this sym­
bolic representation as a process of temporalization, as a de­
ferring, as an active being absent and withheld that comes into 
play in the structure of making-present and coming-to-the­
light-of-day characteristic of the act of intuition. 

Husserl was mistaken about the internal connection between 
this structure of repetition and the representative function of 
the linguistic sign. To explain this, Derrida refers to a casual 
remark of Husserl's: "that I imagine the verbal presentations 
which accompany and support my silent thinking sometimes 
involve picturings of words spoken by rny own voice.":n Derrida is 
convinced that Husser! could only neglect the substrate char­
acter of the linguistic sign as an inessential moment because in 
the Western tradition the sound pattern has enjoyed a ques­
tionable primacy over the written pattern, as has the phonetic 
embodiment over the graphic inscription. The fleeting trans­
parency of the voice promotes the assimilation of the word to 
the expressed meaning. Herder already pointed out the unique 
relation to self that resides in listening to oneself talk. Like 
Herder (and Gehlen), Derrida emphasizes the intimacy and 
transparency, the absolute proximity of the expression ani­
mated simultaneously by my breath and my meaning-intention. 

Inasmuch as the speaker hears himself, he performs three 
almost indistinguishable acts together: He produces sound pat­
terns; inasmuch as he affects himself, he perceives the sensual 
form of the phoneme; and at the same time he understands 
the intended meaning. "Every other form of auto-affection 
must either pass through what is outside the realm of 'ownness' 
or forego anv claim to universality.":\~ This property explains 
not merely the primacy of the spoken word but also the sug­
gestion that the being of the intelligible is, as it were, incor­
poreally present and is authenticated through what is present 
and experienced with immediate evidence. To this degree, 
phonocentrism and logocentrism are akin to one another: 
"[The \·oice l can show the ideal object or the ideal Bedeutung 

. without venturing outside ideality, ouside the interiority of 
self-present life."U This then becomes the starting thesis of 
grammatology as a critique of metaphysics: "\Vithin the closure 
of this experience, the word is lived as the elementary and 
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undecomposable unity of the signified and the voice, of the 
concept and a transparent substance of expression."34 

However, if phonocentrism is the ground for the metaphys­
ical privileging of the present, and if this metaphysics of pres­
ence in turn explains why Husser! remained closed to the basic 
semiotic insights into the representative function of the sign 
and its world-disclosing power, then it makes sense no longer 
to explicate the sign-structure of the linguistic expression and 
of its representative structure from the horizon of listening to 
oneself talk, but to select instead writing as the point of depar­
ture for the analysis. The written expression reminds us more 
insistently that the linguistic sign, "despite the total absence of 
a subject and beyond the subject's death," makes possible the 
decipherability of a text and, if it does not exactly guarantee 
its intelligibility, at least holds it in prospect. Writing is the 
testamentary promise of understanding. Den·ida's critique of 
Husserl's theory of meaning aims at this strategic point: Till 
Husserl (and even Heidegger), metaphysics thought of Being 
as presence - Being is the "production and recollection of 
beings in presence, in knowledge and mastery."35 The history 
of metaphysics culminates in a phenomenological intuitionism 
that annihilates the original difference of temporal separation 
and otherness that first makes possible the identity of objects 
and meanings, in the suggestive self-affection by one's own 
voice, a voice without differance: "A voice without differance, 
a voice without writing, is at once absolutely alive and absolutely 
dead." 

The German translator uses the artificial word "Differanz" 
[translated "differance" above] to capture Derrida's word-play 
with the (French) homophonic expressions "difference" and 
"differance." The sign-structure that is at the basis of the rep­
etition-structure of experience is combined with the temporal 
meaning of deferral, of circuitous hesitation, of calculative 
holding back, of the hint of a later payoff. The reference­
structure of substitution, of representation, or of one thing's 
taking the place of another thereby gains a dimension of tern­
jJorizing and of making-place-for in a diff'erentiated way. "Dijferer 
in this sense is to temporize, to take recourse, consciously or 
unconsciously, in the temporal and temporizing mediation of 
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a detour that suspends the accomplishment or fulfillment of 
'desire' or 'will."'% With the help of this concept of "differ­
ance," so loaded with a temporal dynamism, Derrida wants 
simultaneously to undermine by radicalizing Husserl's attempt 
to elaborate the ideal sense of meaning "in itself" and purified 
of all empirical associations. Derrida pursues Husserl's ideali­
zations right to the most inward point of transcendental sub­
jectivity in order to make plain here, at the source of the 
spontaneity of experience that is present to itself, the inerad­
icable difference which, if it is presented on the model of the 
referential structure of a written text, as an operation disso­
ciated from the performing subject, can thus be conceived 
precisely as an event without any subject. Writing counts as the 
absolutely originary sign, abstracted from all pragmatic con­
texts of communication, independent of speaking and listening 
sul~jects. 

This writing, which is prior to any subsequent fixing of sound 
patterns, this Urschrijt (archewriting) makes possible - so to 
speak, without the help of the transcendental subject, in ad­
vance of any accomplishments of this subject - the world­
disclosing differentiations between the intelligibility of mean­
ings and the empirical element that comes to appearance within 
its horizon, between the world and what is within the world. 
This "making-possible" is a process of deferring that goes on 
inside the act of distinguishing: From this perspective, the 
intelligible that is distinguished from the sensible appears si­
multaneously as the postponed sensible; the concept distin­
guished from intuition as the postponed intuition; the culture 
distinguished from nature as postponed nature. Thus, Derrida 
achieves an inversion of Husserlian foundationalism inasmuch 
as the originative transcendental power of creative subjectivity 
passes over into the anonymous, history-making productivity 
of writing. The presence of whatever shows itself in actual 
intuition becomes directly dependent on the representative 
power of the sign. 

It is important to note that in the course of pursuing this 
line of thought Derrida by no means breaks with the founda­
tionalist tenacity of the philosophy of the subject; he only 
makes what it had regarded as fundamental dependent on the 
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still profounder- though now vacillating or oscillating- basis 
of an originative power set temporally aftow. Unabashedly, and 
in the style of Unprungsphilosophie, Derrida falls back on this 
Urschrift, which leaves its traces anonymously, without any sub­
ject: "New names indeed will have to be used if we are to 
conceive as 'normal' and pre-primordial what Husserl believed 
he could isolate as a particular and accidental experience, 
something dependent and secondary - that is, the indefinite 
drift of signs, as errance and change of scene, and linking 
representations one to another without beginning or end."37 

What is first and last is not the history of Being, but a picture­
puzzle: The labyrinthine mirror-effects of old texts, each of 
which points to another, yet older text without fostering any 
hope of ever attaining the archewriting. As Schelling once did 
in speculating about the timelessly temporalizing internesting 
of the past, present, and future ages of the world, so Derrida 
clings to the dizzying thought of a past that has never been 
present. 

IV 

To get a purchase on these ideas about the model of an arche­
writing prior to all identifiable inscriptions, Derrida takes up 
themes from Saussure's Course in General Linguistics to cast light 
on his thesis that writing is in a certain respect the primary 
medium of expression in language. Again and again he charges 
into the seemingly trivial idea that in its structure language is 
oriented toward the spoken word and that writing merely im­
itates phonemes. Of course, Derrida does not espouse the em­
pirical assertion that writing emerged chronologically sooner 
than speech. He even bases his argument on the usual idea 
that writing is par excellence the sign become reflective. And yet 
writing is not parasitic; the spoken word is by its very nature 
meant to be supplemented by the written word, so that the 
essence of language- fixing and "institutionalizing" meanings 
conventionally in sign substrata - can be explained in connec­
tion with the constitutive properties of writing. Every means 
of expression is essentially "writing." Every linguistic sign is 
arbitrary, stands in a conventional relationship to the meaning 
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that it symbolizes; and "the idea of institution ... is unthinkable 
before the possibility of writing and outside of its horizon." 3~ 

Derrida makes use of the basic notion of structuralist pho­
netics that the defining characteristics of every single phoneme 
are determined only by the systematically established relation­
ship of a phoneme to all the other phonemes. The individual 
sound pattern is then constituted not by its substance as pho­
netic, but by a bundle of systematically interrelated abstract 
characteristics. With a sense of satisfaction, Derrida cites the 
following passage from Saussure's Course: "The linguistic sig­
nifier ... is not (in essence) phonic but immaterial - consti­
tuted not by its material substance but the differences that 
separate its sound-image from all others."39 He looks to the 
structural properties of the sign that can be realized as well in 
the substance of ink as in that of air; in these abstract expressive 
forms, which are indifferent to the various media of expression 
in phonetic and written forms, he recognizes the character of 
language as writing. This archewriting is at the basis of both 
the spoken and the written word. 

The archewriting takes on the role of a subjectless generator 
of structures that, according to structuralism, are without any 
author. It establishes the differences between sign elements 
that are reciprocally related to one another in an abstract order. 
Not without some violence, Derrida combines these "differ­
ences," in the structuralist sense of the term, with the "differ­
ance" worked out in connection with Husserl's theory of 
meaning, which is supposed to go beyond Heidegger's onto­
logical difference: "It [the differance] permits the articulation 
of spoken speech and writing- in the colloquial sense - as 
it founds the metaphysical opposition between the sensible and 
the intelligible, then between signifier and signified, expression 
and content, etc."40 Whether they emerge as phonemes or as 
graphemes, all linguistic expressions are to a certain extent set 
in operation by an archewriting not itself present. The latter 
fulfills the function of world-disclosure by preceding every 
process of communication and every participating subject; and 
it does so, of course, by withholding itself, resisting parousia, 
and leaving behind no more than its trace in the referential 
structure of the produced text, in the "general text." In the 
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metaphor of the archewriting and its trace, we sec again the 
Dionysian motif of the god making his promised presence all 
the more palpable to the sons and daughters of the West by 
means of his poignant absence: "But the movement of the trace 
is necessarily occulted, it produces itself as occultation. When 
the other announces itself as such, it presents itself in the 
dissimulation of itself. "41 

Derrida's deconstructions faithfully follow the movement of 
Heidegger's thought. Against his will, he lays bare the inverted 
foundationalism of this thought by once again going beyond 
the ontological difference and Being to the differance proper 
to writing, which puts an origin already set in motion yet one 
level deeper. Thus, the advantage that Derrida may have 
hoped to gain from grammatology and an apparent concretiz­
ing/textualizing of the history of Being remains insignificant. 
As a participant in the philosophical discourse of modernity, 
Derrida inherits the weaknesses of a critique of metaphysics 
that does not shake loose of the intentions of first philosophy. 
Despite his transformed gestures, in the end he, too, promotes 
only a mystification of palpable social pathologies; he, too, 
disconnects essential (namely, deconstructive) thinking from 
scientific analysis; and he, too, lands at an empty, formulalike 
avowal of some indeterminate authority. It is, however, not the 
authority of a Being that has been distorted by beings, but the 
authority of a no longer holy scripture, of a scripture that is 
in exile, wandering about, estranged from its own meaning, a 
scripture that testamentarily documents the absence of the 
holy. Derrida initially distinguished himself from Heidegger 
by what looked like a scientific claim; but then with his new 
science he only placed himself above the deplored incompe­
tency of the sciences in general and oflinguistics in particular. 42 

Derrida develops the history of Being - which is encoded 
in writing - in another variation from Heidegger. He, too, 
degrades politics and contemporary history to the status of the 
ontic and the foreground, so as to romp all the more freely, 
and with a greater wealth of associations, in the sphere of the 
ontological and the archewriting. But the rhetoric that serves 
Heidegger for the initiation into the fate of Being, in Derrida 
comes to the aid of a different, rather more subversive orien-
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tation. Derrida stands closer to the anarchist wish to explode 
the continuum of history than to the authoritarian admonition 
to bend before destiny. 43 

This contrasting stance may have something to do with the 
fact that Derrida, all denials notwithstanding, remains close to 
Jewish mysticism. He is not interested in going back, in the 
fashion of the New Paganism, beyond the beginnings of mon­
otheism, beyond the concept of a tradition that sticks to the 
traces of the lost divine scripture and keeps itself going through 
heretical exegesis of the scriptures. Derrida cites approvingly 
the saying of Rabbi Eliezer passed on by Emanuel Levinas: "If 
all the seas were of ink, and all ponds planted with reeds, if 
the sky and the earth were parchments and if all human beings 
practised the art of writing - they would not exhaust the 
Torah I have learned, just as the Torah itself would not be 
diminished any more than is the sea by the water removed by 
a paint brush dipped in it."44 The Cabalists already had an 
interest in upgrading the value of the oral Torah, which goes 
back to human words, in relation to the presumptive divine 
word of the Bible. They conferred a high rank on the com­
mentaries with which each generation appropriates the reve­
lation anew. For the truth has not been fixed; it has not been 
made positive once and for all in some well-circumscribed set 
of statements. This cabalist conception was later radicalized 
again. Now even the written Torah is considered a problematic 
translation of the divine word into the language of human 
beings- as a mere, that is, a disputable, interpretation. Every­
thing is oral Torah, no syllable is authentic, transmitted, as it 
were, in archewriting. The Torah of the Tree of Knowledge 
is a concealed Torah from the beginning. It keeps changing its 
clothes permanently, and these clothes are the tradition. 

Gershom Scholem reports on discussions enkindled by the 
question of whether all ten commandments were transmitted 
by Moses to the people of Israel unadulterated. Some Cabalists 
were of the opinion that only the first two, those constitutive 
of monotheism, stemmed directly from God; others doubted 
the authenticity of even the first two commandments handed 
OYer by Moses. Rabbi Mendel of Rymanow puts an even 
sharper point on an idea of Maimonides: "In Rabbi Mendel's 
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view not even the first two commandments were revealed di­
rectly to the whole people of Israel. All that Israel heard was 
the aleph \Vith which in the Hebrew text the first commandment 
begins .... This strikes me," Scholem adds, "as a highly re­
markable statement, providing much food for thought. For in 
Hebrew the consonant aleph represents nothing more than the 
position taken by the larynx when a word begins with a vowel. 
Thus the aleph may be said to denote the source of all articulate 
sound .... To hear the aleph is to hear next to nothing; it is 
the preparation for all audible language, but in itself contains 
no determinate, specific meaning. Thus, with his daring state­
ment ... Rabbi Mendel transformed the revelation on Mount 
Sinai into a mystical revelation, pregnant with infinite meaning, 
but without specific meaning. In order to become a foundation 
of religious authority, it had to be translated into human lan­
guage, and that is what Moses did. In this light every statement 
on which authority is grounded would become a human inter­
pretation, however valid and exalted, of something that tran­
scends it." 11 The aleph of Rabbi Mendel is akin to the soundless 
"a" of differance, discriminated only in writing, for in the in­
determinacy of this fragile and ambiguous sign is concentrated 
the entire wealth of the promise. 

Derrida's grammatologically circumscribed concept of an ar­
chewriting whose traces call forth all the more interpretations 
the more unfamiliar they become, renews the mystical concept 
of tradition as an ever delayed event of revelation. Religious 
authority only maintains its force as long as it conceals its true 
face and thereby incites the frenzy of deciphering interpreters. 
Earnestly pursued deconstruction is the paradoxical labor of 
continuing a tradition in which the saving energy is only re­
newed by expenditure: The labor of deconstruction lets the 
refuse heap of interpretations, which it wants to clear away in 
order to get at the buried foundations, mount ever higher. 

Derrida means to go beyond Heidegger; fortunately, he goes 
back behind him. Mystical experiences were able to unfold 
their explosive force, their power of liquefying institutions and 
dogmas, in Jewish and Christian traditions because they re­
mained related in these contexts to a hidden, world-transcen­
dent Cod. Illuminations cut off from this concentrated font of 
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light become peculiarly diffuse. The path of their consistent 
secularization points into the domain of radical experiences 
that avant-garde art has opened up. Nietzsche had taken his 
orientations from the purely aesthetic rapture of ecstatic sub­
jectivity, gone out from itself. Heidegger took his stand halfway 
down this path; he wanted to retain the force of an illumination 
without direction and yet not pay the price of its secularization. 
So he toyed with an aura that the sacred had lost. Within a 
mysticism of Being, illuminations retrogress back into the mag­
ical. In the mysticism of the New Paganism, the unbounded 
charisma of what is outside the everyday does not issue in 
something liberating, as it does with the aesthetic; nor in some­
thing renewing, as with the religious - it has at most the 
stimulus of charlatanry. Derrida purifies the mysticism of Being 
of this stimulus, taking it back into the context of the mono­

theistic tradition.46 
If this suspicion is not utterly false, Derrida returns to the 

historical locale where mysticism once turned into enlighten­
ment. His whole life long, Scholem traced this upheaval that 
took place in the eighteenth century. As Adorno has remarked, 
mysticism and enlightenment have been found together under 
the conditions of the twentieth century for "one last time" in 
Benjamin, and in this case with the conceptual tools of histor­
ical materialism. It seems to me doubtful that this unique move­
ment of thought could be repeated with the tools of a negative 
foundationalism; in any case, it could only lead us deeper into 
the very modernity that Nietzsche and his followers wanted to 
overcome. 

J 

Excursus on Leveling the Genre 
Distinction between Philosophy 
and Literature 

I 

Adorno's "negative dialectics" and Derrida's "deconstruction" 
can be seen as different answers to the same problem. The 
totalizing self-critique of reason gets caught in a performative 
contradiction since su~ject-centered reason can be convicted of 
being authoritarian in nature only by having recourse to its 
own tools. The tools of thought, which miss the "dimension of 
nonidentity" and are imbued with the "metaphysics of pres­
ence," are nevertheless the only available means for uncovering 
their own insuffiCiency. Heidegger flees from this paradox to 
the luminous heights of an esoteric, special discourse, which 
absolves itself of the restrictions of discursive speech generally 
and is immunized by vagueness against any specific objections. 
He makes usc of metaphysical concepts for purposes of a cri­
tique of metaphysics, as a ladder he casts away once he has 
mounted the rungs. Once on the heights, however, the late 
Heideggcr does not, as did the early Wittgenstein, withdraw 
into the mystic's silent intuition; instead, with the gestures of 
the seer and an abundance of words, he lays claim to the 
authority of the initiate. 

Adorno operates differently. He does not slip out of the 
paradoxes of the self-referential critique of reason; he makes 
the performative contradiction within which this line of 
thought has moved since Nietzsche, and which he acknowl­
edges to be unavoidable, into the organizational form of indi-
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reel communication. Identity thinking turned against itself 
becomes pressed into continual self-denial and allows the 
wounds it inflicts on itself and its objects to be seen. This 
exercise quite rightly bears the name negative dialectics because 
Adorno practices determinate negation unremittingly, even 
though it has lost any foothold in the categorial network of 
Hegelian Logic- as a fetishism of demystification, so to speak. 
This fastening upon a critical procedure that can no longer be 
sure of its foundations is explained by the fact that Adorno (in 
contrast to Heidegger) bears no elitist contempt for discursive 
thought. Like exiles, we wander about lost in the discursive 
zone; and yet it is only the insistent force of a groundless 
reflection turned against itself that preserves our connection 
with the utopia of a long since lost, uncoerced and intuitive 
knowledge belonging to the primal past. 1 Discursive thought 
cannot identify itself as the decadent form of this knowledge 
by means of its own resources; for this purpose, the aesthetic 
experience gained in contact with avant-garde art is needed. 
The promise for which the surviving philosophic tradition is 
no longer a match has withdrawn into the mirror-writing of 
the esoteric work of art and requires a negativistic deciphering. 
From this labor of deciphering, philosophy sucks the residue 
of that paradoxical trust in reason with which negative dialec­
tics executes (in the double sense of this word) its performative 
contradiction. 

Den·ida cannot share Adorno's aesthetically certified, resid­
ual faith in a de-ranged reason that has been expelled from 
the domains of philosophy and become, literally, utopian [hav­
ing no place]. He is just as little convinced that Heidegger 
actually escaped the conceptual constraints of the philosophy 
of the subject by using metaphysical concepts in order to "can­
cel them out." Derrida does, to be sure, want to advance the 
already forged path of the critique of metaphysics; he, too, 
would just as soon break out of the paradox as broodingly 
encircle it. But like Adorno, he guards against the gestures of 
pro~·undity that Heidegger unhesitatingly imitates from his op­
posite number, the philosophy of origins. And so there are 
also parallels between Derrida and Adorno. 
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This affinity in regard to their thought gestures calls for a 
more precise analysis. Adorno and Derrida are sensitized in 
the same way against defmitive, totalizing, all-incorporating 
models, especially against the organic dimension in works of 
art. Thus, both stress the primacy of the allegorical over the 
symbolic, of metonymy over metaphor, of the Romantic over 
the Classical. Both use the fragment as an expository form; 
they place any system under suspicion. Both are abundantly 
insightful in decoding the normal case from the point of view 
of its limit cases; they meet in a negative extremism, finding 
the essential in the marginal and incidental, the right on the 
side of the subversive and the outcast, and the truth in the 
peripheral and the inauthentic. A distrust of everything direct 
and substantial goes along with an intransigent tracing of me­
diations, of hidden presuppositions and dependencies. The 
critique of origins, of anything original, of first principles, goes 
together with a certain fanaticism about showing what is merely 
produced, imitated, and secondary in everything. What per­
vades Adorno's work as a materialist motif- his unmasking 
of idealist positings, his reversal of false constitutive connec­
tions, his thesis about the primacy of the object- even for this 
there is a parallel in Derrida's logic of the supplement. The 
rebellious labor of deconstruction aims indeed at dismantling 
smuggled-in basic conceptual hierarchies, at overthrowing 
foundational relationships and conceptual relations of domi­
nation, such as those between speech and writing, the intelli­
gible and the sensible, nature and culture, inner and outer, 
mind and matter, male and female. Logic and rhetoric consti­
tute one of these conceptual pairs. Derrida is particularly in­
terested in standing the primacy of logic over rhetoric, 
canonized since Aristotle, on its head. 

It is not as though Derrida concerned himself with these 
controversial questions in terms of viewpoints familiar from 
the history of philosophy. If he had done so, he would have 
had to relativize the status of his own project in relation to the 
tradition that was shaped from Dante to Vico, and kept alive 
through Hamann, Humboldt, and Droysen, down to Dilthey 
and Gadamer. For the protest against the Platonic-Aristotelian 
primacy of the logical over the rhetorical that is raised anew 
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by Derrida was articulated in this tradition. Derrida wants to 
expand the sovereignty of rhetoric over the realm of the logical 
in order to solve the problem confronting the totalizing critique 
of reason. As I have indicated, he is satisfied neither with 
Adorno's negative dialectics nor vvith Heidegger's critique of 
metaphysics - the one remaining tied to the rational bliss of 
the dialectic, the other to the elevation of origins proper to 
metaphysics, all protestations to the contrary notwithstanding. 
Heidegger only escapes the paradoxes of a self-referential cri­
tique of reason by claiming a special status for Andenken, that 
is, its release from discursive obligations. He remains com­
pletely silent about the privileged access to truth. Derrida 
strives to arrive at the same esoteric access to truth, but he does 
not want to admit it as a privilege- no matter for what or for 
whom. He does not place himself in lordly fashion above the 
objection of pragmatic inconsistency, but renders it objectless. 

There can only be talk about "contradiction" in the light of 
consistency requirements, which lose their authority or are at 
least subordinated to other demands -of an aesthetic nature, 
for example - if logic loses its conventional primacy over 
rhetoric. Then the deconstructionist can deal with the works 
of philosophy as works of literature and adapt the critique of 
metaphysics to the standards of a literary criticism that does 
not misunderstand itself in a scientistic way. As soon as we take 
the lilerrn)' character of Nietzsche's writings seriously, the suit­
ableness of his critique of reason has to be assessed in accord 
with the standards of rhetorical success and not those of logical 
consistency. Such a critique (which is more adequate to its 
object) is not immediately directed toward the network of dis­
cursive relationships of which arguments are built, but toward 
the figures that shape style and are decisive for the literary and 
rhetorical power of a text. A literary criticism that in a certain 
sense merely continues the literary process of its objects cannot 
end up in science. Similarly, the deconstruction of great philo­
sophical texts, carried out as literary criticism in this broader 
sense, is not subject to the criteria of problem-solving, purely 
cognitive undertakings. 

Hence, Derrida undercuts· the very problem that Adorno ac­
knowledged as unavoidable and turned into the starting point 
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of his reflectively self-transcending identity-thinking. For Der­
rida, this problem has no object since the deconstructive en­
terprise cannot be pinned down to the discursive obligations 
of philosophy and science. He calls his procedure deconstruc­
tion because it is supposed to clear away the ontological sea{ 
folding erected by philosophy in the course of its subject­
centered history of reason. However, in his business of decon­
struction, Derrida does not proceed analytically, in the sense 
of identifying hidden presuppositions or implications. This is 
just the way in which each successive generation has critically 
reviewed the works of the preceding ones. Instead, Derrida 
proceeds by a critique of style, in that he finds something like 
indirect communications, by which the text itself denies its 
manifest content, in the rhetorical surplus of meaning inherent 
in the literary strata of texts that present themselves as nonli­
terary. In this way, he compels texts by Husserl, Saussure, or 
Rousseau to confess their guilt, against the explicit interpre­
tations of their authors. Thanks to their rhetorical content, 
texts combed against the grain contradict what they state, such 
as the explicitly asserted primacy of signification over the sign, 
of the voice in relation to writing, of the intuitively given and 
immediately present over the representative and the post­
poned-postponing. In a philosophical text, the blind spot can­
not be identified on the level of manifest content any more 
than it can in a literary text. "Blindness and insight" are rhe­
torically interwoven with one another. Thus, the constraints 
constitutive for knowledge of a philosophical text only become 
accessible when the text is handled as what it would not like to 
be - as a literary text. 

If, however, the philosophical (or scholarly) text were 
thereby only extraneously turned into an apparently literary one, 
deconstruction would still be an arbitrary act. Derrida can only 
attain Heidegger's goal of bursting metaphysical thought­
forms from the inside by means of his essentially rhetorical 
procedure if the philosophical text is in truth a literary one -
if one can demonstrate that the genre distinction between phi­
losophy and literature dissolves upon closer examination. This 
demonstration is supposed to be carried out by way of decon­
struction itself; in every single case we see anew the impossi-
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bility of so specializing the language of philosophy and science 
for cognitive purposes that they arc cleansed of everything 
metaphorical and merely rhetorical, and kept free of literary 
admixtures. The frailty of the genre distinction between phi­
losophy and literature is evidenced in the practice of decon­
struction; in the end, all genre distinctions are submerged in 
one comprehensive, all-embracing context of texts - Derrida 
talks in a hypostatizing manner about a "universal text." What 
remains is self-inscribing writing as the medium in which each 
text is woven together with everything else. Even before it 
makes its appearance, every text and every particular genre 
has already lost its autonomy to an all-devouring context and 
an uncontrollable happening of spontaneous text production. 
This is the ground of the primacy of rhetoric, which is con­
cerned with the qualities of texts in general, over logic, as a 
system of rules to which only certain types of discourse are 
subjected in an exclusive manner - those bound to 
argumentation. 

II 

This - at first glance inconspicuous - transformation of the 
"destruction" into the "deconstruction" of the philosophical 
tradition transposes the radical critique of reason into the do­
main of rhetoric and thereby shows it a way out of the aporia 
of self-referentiality: Anyone who still wanted to attribute par­
adoxes to the critique of metaphysics after this transformation 
would have misunderstood it in a scientistic manner. This ar­
gument holds good only if the following propositions are true: 

l. Literary criticism is not primarily a scientific (or scholarly: 
wissenschajtliches) enterprise but observes the same rhetorical 
criteria as its literary objects. 

2. Far from there being a genre distinction between philosophy 
and literature, philosophical texts can be rendered accessible 
in their essential contents by literary criticism. 

3. The primacy of rhetoric over logic means the overall re­
sponsibility of rhetoric for the general qualities of an all-em­
bracing context of texts, within which all genre distinctions are 
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ultimately dissolved; philosophy and science no more constitute 
their own proper universes than art and literature constitute a 
realm of fiction that could assert its autonomy vis-a-vis the 
universal text. 

Proposition 3 explicates propos1t10ns 2 and 1 by despecial­
izing the meaning of "literary criticism." Literary criticism does 
serve as a model that clarifies itself through a long tradition; 
but it is considered precisely as a model case of something 
more universal, namely, a criticism suited to the rhetorical 
qualities of everyday discourse as well as of discourse outside 
the everyday. The procedure of deconstruction deploys this 
generalized criticism to bring to light the suppressed surpluses 
of rhetorical meaning in philosophical and scientific texts -
against their manifest sense. Derrida's claim that "deconstruc­
tion" is an instrument for bringing Nietzsche's radical critique 
of reason out of the dead end of its paradoxical self-referen­
tiality therefore stands - or falls - along with thesis number 
3. 

Just this thesis has been the centerpoint of the lively recep­
tion Derrida's work has enjoyed in the literature faculties of 
prominent American universities. 2 In the United States, liter­
ary criticism has for a long time been institutionalized as an 
academic discipline, that is, within the scholarly-scientific en­
terprise. From the very start, the self-tormenting question 
about the scholarly-scientific character of literary criticism was 
institutionalized along with it. This endemic self-doubt forms 
the background for the reception of Derrida, along with the 
dissolution of the decades-long domination of the New Criti­
cism, which was convinced of the autonomy of the literary work 
of art and drew nourishment from the scientific pathos of 
structuralism. The idea of "deconstruction" could catch on in 
this constellation because it opened up to literary criticism a 
task of undoubted significance, under exactly the opposite 
premises: Derrida disputes the autonomy of the linguistic work 
of art and the independent meaning of the aesthetic illusion 
no less energetically than he does the possibility of criticism's 
ever being able to attain scientific status. At the same time, 
literary criticism serves him as the model for a procedure that 
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takes on an almost world-historical mission with its overcoming 
of the thinking of the metaphysics of presence and of the age 

of logoccntrism. 
The leveling of the genre distinction between literary criti-

cism and literature frees the critical enterprise from the un­
fortunate compulsion to submit to pseudo-scientific standards; 
it simultaneously lifts it above science to the level of creative 
activity. Criticism does not need to consider itself as something 
secondary; it gains literary status. In the texts of Hillis Miller, 
Geoffrey Hartman, and Paul de Man we can find the new self­
awareness: "that critics arc no more parasites than the texts 
they interpret, since both inhabit a host-text of pre-existing 
language which itself parasitically feeds on their host-like will­
ingness to receive it." Deconstructionists break with the tradi­
tional Arnoldian conception of criticism's function as a mere 
servant: "Criticism is now crossing over into literature, rejecting 
its subservient, Arnoldian stance and taking on the freedom of 
interpretive style with a matchless gusto.":l Thus, in perhaps 
his most brilliant book, Paul de Man deals with critical texts by 
Lukacs, Barthcs, Blanchot, and Jakobson with a method and 
finesse that arc usually reserved only for literary texts: "Since 
they are not scientific, critical texts have to be read with the 
same awareness of ambivalence that is brought to the study of 
non-critical literary texts. "'1 

Just as important as the equation of literary criticism with 
creative literary production is the increase in significance en­
joyed by literary criticism as sharing in the business of the 
critique of metaphysics. This upgrading to the critique of me­
~aphysics requires a counterbalancing supplement to Derrida's 
mterpretation of the leveling of the genre distinction between 
philosophy and literature. Jonathan Culler recalls the strategic 
meaning of Derrida's treatment of philosophical texts through 
~it_erary criticism in order to suggest that, in turn, literary crit­
ICism treat literary texts also as philosophical texts. Simulta­
neously maintaining and relativizing the distinction between 
the two genres "is essential to the demonstration that the most 
truly philosophical reading of a philosophical text ... is one 
that treats the work as literature, as a fictive, rhetorical con­
struct whose elements and order arc determined by various 
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textual exigencies." Then he continues: "Conversely, the most 
powerful and opposite readings of literary works may be those 
that treat them as philosophical gestures by teasing out the 
implications of their dealings with the philosophical opposi­
tions that support thcm." 0 Proposition 2 is thus varied in the 
following sense: 

2'. Far from there being a genre distinction between philoso­
phy and literature, literary texts can be rendered accessible in 
their essential contents by a critique of metaphysics. 

Of course, the two propositions, 2 and 2', point in the di­
rection of the primacy of rhetoric over logic, which is asserted 
in proposition 3. Consequently, American literary critics are 
concerned to develop a concept of general literature, equal in 
overall scope to rhetoric, which would correspond to Derrida's 
"universal text." The notion of literature as confined to the 
realm of the fictive is deconstructed at the same time as the 
conventional notion of philosophy that denies the metaphorical 
basis of philosophical thought: "The notion of literature or 
literary discourse is involved in several of the hierarchical op­
positions on which deconstruction has focussed: serious/non­
serious, literal/metaphorical, truth/fiction .... Deconstruction's 
demonstration that these hierarchies are undone by the work­
ing of the texts that propose them alters the standing of literary 
language." There now follows, in the form of a conditional 
statement, the thesis on which everything depends -both the 
self-understanding of a literary criticism upgraded to the cri­
tique of metaphysics and the deconstructionist dissolution of 
the performativc contradiction of a self-referential critique of 
reason: "If serious language is a special case of non-serious, if 
truths are fictions whose fictionality has been forgotten, then 
literature is not a deviant, parasitical instance of language. On 
the contrary, other discourses can be seen as cases of a gener­
alized literature, or archi-literature."6 Since Derrida does not 
belong to those philosophers who like to argue, it is expedient 
to take a closer look at his disciples in literary criticism within 
the Anglo-Saxon climate of argument in order to see whether 
this thesis really can be held. 
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Jonathan Culler reconstructs in a very clear way the some­
what impenetrable discussion between Derrida and Searle in 
order to show by the example of Austin's speech-act theory 
that any attempt to demarcate the ordinary domain of normal 
speech from an "unusual" use of language, "deviating" from 
the standard cases, is doomed to failure. Culler's thesis is ex­
panded and indirectly confirmed in a study of speech-act the­
ory by Mary Louise Pratt, who wants to prove, by the example 
of the structuralist theory of poetics, that even the attempt to 
delimit the extraordinary domain of fictive discourse from 
everyday discourse fails (see section III below). But first let us 
take a look at the debate between Derrida and Searle. 7 

From this complex discussion, Culler selects as the central 
issue the question of whether Austin does in fact, as it seems 
he does, make a totally unprejudiced, provisory, and purely 
methodical move. Austin wants to analyze the rules intuitively 
mastered by competent speakers, in accordance with which 
typical speech acts can be successfully executed. He undertakes 
this analysis with respect to sentences from normal everyday 
practice that arc uttered seriously and used as simply and literally 
as possible. Thus, the unit of analysis, the standard speech act, 
is the result of certain abstractions. The theoretician of speech 
acts directs his attention to a sample of normal linguistic utter­
<U1CCS from which all complex, derivative, parasitic, and deviant 
cases have been filtered out. A concept of "usual" or normal 
linguistic practice underpins this isolation, a concept of "ordi­
nary language" whose harmlessness and consistency Derrida 
puts in doubt. Austin's intention is clear: He wants to analyze 
the universal properties of "promises," for example, with re­
spect to cases in which the utterance of corresponding sen­
tences actually flutclions as a promise. ;-..)ow there are contexts 
in which the same sentences lose the illocutionary force of a 
promise. Spoken by an actor on the stage, as part of a poem, 
or even in a monologue a promise according to Austin be­
comes "null and void in, a unique ~1anner." The same l;olds 
true for a promise that comes up in a quotation, or one merely 
mentioned. In these contexts, there is no seriou'i or binding use, 
and sometimes not even a literal use, of the respective perfor­
mativc sentence, but a derivative or parasitic use instead. As 
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Searle constantly repeats, these fictive or simulated or indirect 
modes of use are "parasitic" in the sense that logically they 
presuppose the possibility of a serious, literal, and binding use 
of sentences grammatically appropriate f()r making promises. 
Culler extracts what are in essence three objections from Der­
rida's texts; they point toward the impossibility of such an 
operation and are meant to show that the common distinctions 
between serious and simulated, literal and metaphorical, every­
day and fictional, usual and parasitic modes of speech break 
down. 

(a) In his initial argument, Derrida posits a not very clear 
link between quotability and repeatability on the one hand, 
and fictionality on the other. The quotation of a promise is 
only apparently something secondary in comparison to the 
directly made promise, for the indirect rendition of a perfor­
mative utterance in a quote is a form of repetition, and as 
quotability presupposes the possibility of repetition in accord 
with a rule, that is, conventionality, it belongs to the nature of 
any conventionally generated utterance (including performa­
tive ones) that it can be quoted - and fictively imitated, in a 
broader sense: "If it were not possible for a character in a play 
to make a promise, there could be no promise in real life, for 
what makes it possible to promise, as Austin tells us, is the 
existence of a conventional procedure, of formulas one can 
repeat. For me to be able to make a promise in real life, there 
must be iterable procedures or formulas such as are used on 
stage. Serious behavior is a case of role-playing."H 

In this argument, Derrida obviously already presupposes 
what he wants to prove: that any convention which permits the 
repetition of exemplary actions possesses from the outset not 
only a symbolic, but also a fictional character. But it must first 
be shown that the conventions of a game are ultimately indis­
tinguishable from norms of action. Austin introduces the quo­
tation of a promise as an example of a derivative or parasitic 
form because the illocutionary force is removed from the 
quoted promise by the form of indirect rendition; it is thereby 
taken out of the context in which it "functions," that is, in 
which it coordinates the actions of the different participants in 
interaction and has consequences relevant to action. Only the 
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actually performed speech act is efJ'ectivf as action; the promise 
mentioned or reported in a quote depends grammatically upon 
this. A setting that deprives it of its illocutionary force consti­
tutes the bridge between quotation and fictional representa­
tion. Even action on the stage rests on a basis of everyday 
action (on the part of the actors, director, stage-workers, and 
theater people); and in the context of this framework, promises 
can function in another mode than they do "on stage," that is, 
with obligations and consequences relevant for action. Derrida 
makes no attempt to "deconstruct" this distinctive functional 
mode of ordinary speech within communicative action. In the 
illocutionary binding force of linguistic utterances Austin dis­
covered a mechanism for coordinating action that places nor­
mal speech, as part of everyday practice, under constraints 
different from those of fictional discourse, simulation, and 
interior monologue. The constraints under which illocutionary 
acts develop a force for coordinating action and have conse­
quences relevant to action define the domain of "normal" lan­
guage. They can be analyzed as the kinds of idealizing 
suppositions we have to make in communicative action. 

(b) The second argument brought forward by Culler, with 
Derrida, against Austin and Searle relates to just such ideali­
zations. Any generalizing analysis of speech acts has to be able 
to specify general contextual conditions for the illocutionary 
success of standardized speech acts. Searle has been especially 
occupied with this taskY Linguistic expressions, however, 
change their meanings depending on shifting contexts; more­
over, contexts are so constituted as to be open to ever wider­
reaching specification. It is one of the peculiarities of our lan­
guage that we can separate utterances from their original con­
texts and transplant them into different ones- Derrida speaks 
of "grafting." In this manner, we can think of a speech act, 
such as a "marriage vow," in ever new and more improbable 
contexts; the specification of universal contextual conditions 
does not run into any natural limits: "Suppose that the require­
ments for a marriage ceremony were met but that one of the 
parties were under hypnosis, or that the ceremony were im­
peccable in all respects but had been called a 'rehearsal,' or 
finally, that while the speaker was a minister licensed to per-
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form weddings and the couple had obtained a license, that 
three of them were on this occasion acting in a play that, 
coincidentally, included a wedding ceremony." 10 These varia­
tions of context that change meaning cannot in principle be 
arrested or controlled, because contexts cannot be exhausted, 
that is, they cannot be theoretically mastered once and for all. 
Culler shows clearly that Austin cannot escape this difficulty 
by taking refuge in the intentions of speakers and listeners. It 
is not the thoughts of bride, bridegroom, or priest that decide 
the validity of the ceremony, but their actions and the circum­
stances under which they are carried out: "What counts is the 
plausibility of the description: whether or not the features of 
the context adduced create a frame that alters the illocutionary 
force of the utterances." 1 1 

Searle reacted to this difficulty by introducing a qualification 
to the effect that the literal meaning of a sentence does not 
completely fix the validity conditions of the speech act in which 
it is employed; it depends, rather, on tacit supplementation by 
a system of background assumptions regarding the normality 
of general world conditions. These parareflective background 
certainties have a holistic nature; they cannot be exhausted by 
a countably finite set of specifications. Meanings of sentences, 
however well analyzed, are thus valid only relative to a shared 
background knowledge that is constitutive of the lifeworld of 
a linguistic community. But Searle makes clear that the addition 
of this relational moment does not bring with it the relativism 
of meaning that Derrida is after. As long as language games 
are functioning and the preunderstanding constitutive of the 
lifeworld has not broken down, participants rightly count on 
world conditions being what is understood in their linguistic 
community as "normal." And in cases where individual back­
ground convictions do become problematic, they assume that 
they could reach a rationally motivated agreement. Both are 
strong, that is to say idealizing, suppositions; but these ideali­
zations are not arbitrary, logocentric acts brought to bear by 
theoreticians on unmanageable contexts in order to give the 
illusion of mastery; rather, they are presuppositions that the 
participants themselves have to make if communicative action 
is to be at all possible . 
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(c) The role of idealizing suppositions can also be clarified 
in connection with some other consequences of this same state 
of affairs. Because contexts are changeable and can be ex­
panded in any desired direction, the same text can be open to 
different readings; it is the text itself that makes possible its 
uncontrollable effective history. Still, Derrida's purposely par­
adoxical statement that any interpretation is inevitably a false 
interpretation, and any understanding a misunderstanding, 
does not follow from this venerable _hermeneutic insight. Culler 
justifies the statement "Every reading is a misreading" as fol­
lows: "If a text can be understood, it can in principle be under­
stood repeatedly, by different readers in different 
circumstances. These acts of reading or understanding are not, 
of course, identical. They involve modifications and _differ­
ences, but differences which are deemed not to matter. We can 
thus say that understanding is a special case of misunderstand­
ing, a particular deviation or determination of misunderstand­
ing. It is a misunderstanding whose misses do not matter." 12 

Yet Culler leaves one thing out of consideration. The produc­
tivity of the process of understanding remains unproblematic 
only so long as all participants stick to the reference point of 
possibly achieving a mutual understanding in which the same 
utterances are assigned the same meaning. As Gadamer has 
shown, the hermeneutic effort that would bridge over temporal 
and cultural distances remains oriented toward the idea of a 
possible consensus being brought about in the present. 

Under the pressure for decisions proper to the communi­
cative practice of everyday life, participants are dependent 
upon agreements that coordinate their actions. The more re­
moved interpretations are from the "seriousness of this type 
of situation," the more they can prescind from the idealizing 
supposition of an achievable consensus. But they can never be 
wholly absolved of the idea that wrong interpretations must in 
principle be criticizable in terms of consensus to be aimed for 
ideally. The interpreter does not impose this idea on his object; 
rather, with the performative attitude of a participant observer, 
he takes it over from the direct participants, who can act com­
municative!)' only under the presupposition of intersubjectively identical 
ascriptions of meaning. I do not mean to marshal a Wittgenstein-
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ian positivism of language games against Derrida's thesis. It is 
not habitual linguistic practice that determines just what mean­
ing is attributed to a text or an utterance. 1J Rather, language 
games only work because they presuppose idealizations that 
transcend any particular language game; as a necessary con­
dition of possibly reaching understanding, these idealizations 
give rise to the perspective of an agreement that is open to 
criticism on the basis of validity claims. A language operating 
under these kinds of constraints is subject to an ongoing test. 
Everyday communicative practice, in which agents have to 
reach an understanding about something in the world, stands 
under the need to prove its worth, and it is the idealizing 
suppositions that make such testing possible in the first place. 
It is in relation to this need for standing the test within ordinary 
practice that one may distinguish, with Austin and Searle, be­
tween "usual" and "parasitic" uses of language. 

III 

Up to this point, I have criticized Derrida's third and funda­
mental assumption only to the extent that (against Culler's 
reconstruction of Derrida's arguments) I have defended the 
possibility of demarcating normal speech from derivative forms. 
I have not yet shown how fictional discourse can be separated 
from the normal (everyday) use of language. This aspect is the 
most important for Derrida. If "literature" and "writing" con­
stitute the model for a universal context of texts, which cannot 
be surpassed and within which all genre distinctions are ulti­
mately dissolved, they cannot be separated from other dis­
courses as an autonomous realm of fiction. For the literary 
critics who follow Derrida in the United States, the thesis of 
the autonomy of the linguistic work of art is, as I mentioned, 
also unacceptable, because they want to set themselves off from 
the formalism of the New Criticism and from structuralist 
aesthetics. 

The Prague Structuralists originally tried to distinguish po­
etic from ordinary language in view of their relations to ex­
tralinguistic reality. Insofar as language occurs in communicative 
functions, it has to produce relations between linguistic expres-
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sion and speaker, hearer, and the state of affairs represented. 
Buhler articulated this in his semiotic scheme as the sign-func­
tions of expression, appeal, and representation. 11 However, 
when language fulfills a poetic function, it does so in virtue of 
a reflexive relation of the linguistic expression to itself. Con­
sequently, reference to an object, informational content, and 
truth-value- conditions of validity in general- are extrinsic 
to poetic speech; an utterance can be poetic to the extent that 
it is directed to the linguistic medium itself, to its own linguistic 
form. Roman J akobson integrated this characterization into an 
expanded scheme of functions; in addition to the basic func­
tions - expressing the speaker's intentions, establishing inter­
personal relations, and representing states of affairs - which 
go back to Buhler, and two more functions related to making 
contact and to the code, he ascribes to linguistic utterances a 
poetic functon, which directs our attention to "the message as 
such." 15 We are less concerned here with a closer characteri­
zation of the poetic function (in accord with which the principle 
of equivalence is projected from the axis of selection to the 
axis of combination) than with an interesting consequence that 
is important for our problem of delimiting normal from other 
instances of speech: "Any attempt to reduce the sphere of the 
poetic function would be a deceptive oversimplification. The 
poetic function is not the only function of verbal artistry, 
merely a predominant and structurally determinative one, whereas 
in all other linguistic activities it plays a subordinate and sup­
plementary role. Inasmuch as it directs our attention to the sign's 
perceptibility, this function deepens the fundamental dichotomy 
bet ween signs and objects. For this reason, linguistics should 
not, vvhen it studies the poetic function, restrict itself solely to 
the field of poetry." 11 ; Poetic speech, therefore, is to be distin­
guished only in virtue of the primacy and structure-forming 
force of a certain function that is always fulf1lled together with 
other linguistic functions. 

Richard Ohmann makes use of Austin's approach to specify 
poetic language in this sense. For him, the phenomenon in 
need of clarification is the hctionality of the linguistic work of 
art, that is, the generation of aesthetic illusion by which a 
second, specifically de-realized arena is opened up on the basis 
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of a continued everyday practice. What distinguishes poetic 
language is its "world-generating" capacity: "A literary work 
creates a world ... by providing the reader with impaired and 
incomplete speech acts which he completes by supplying the 
appropriate circumstances." 17 The unique impairment of speech 
acts that generates fictions arises when they are robbed of their 
illocutionary force, or maintain their illocutionary meanings 
only as in the refraction of indirect repetition or quotation: "A 
literary work is a discourse whose sentences lack the illocution­
ary forces that would normally attach to them. Its illocutionary 
force is mimetic. ... Specifically, a literary work purportedly 
imitates a series of speech acts, which in fact have no other 
existence. By doing so, it leads the reader to imagine a speaker, 
a situation, a set of ancillary events, and so on." 1H The brack­
eting of illocutionary force virtualizes the relations to the world 
in which the speech acts are involved due to their illocutionary 
force, and releases the participants in interaction from reach­
ing agreement about something in the world on the basis of 
idealizing understandings in such a way that they coordinate 
their plans of action and thus enter into obligations relevant 
to the outcomes of action: "Since the quasi-speech acts of lit­
erature are not ranying on the world's business - describing, 
urging, contracting, etc. -the reader may well attend to them 
in a non-pragmatic way." 1 ~ 1 Neutralizing their binding force 
releases the disempowered illocutionary acts from the pressure 
to decide proper to everyday communicative practice, removes 
them from the sphere of usual discourse, and thereby empow­
ers them for the playful creation of new worlds - or, rather, 
for the pure demonstration of the world-disclosing force of 
innovative linguistic expressions. This specialization in the 
world-disclosive function of speech explains the unique self­
reflexiVity of poetic language to which J akobson refers and 
which leads Geoffrey Hartman to pose the rhetorical question: 
"Is not literarv language the name we give to a diction whose 
frame of reference is such that the words stand out as words 
(even as sounds) rather than being, at once, assimilable 
meanings?"~0 

Mary L. Pratt makes use of Ohmann's studies~ 1 to refute, by 
means of speech-act theorv. the thesis of the independence of 
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the literary work of art in Derrida's sense. She does not con­
sider fictionality, the bracketing of illocutionary force, and the 
disengagement of poetic language from everyday communi­
cative practice to be adequate selective criteria, because fictional 
speech elements such as jokes, irony, wish-fantasies, stories, 
and parables pervade our everyday discourse and by no means 
constitute an autonomous universe apart from "the world's 
business." Conversely, nonfiction works, memoirs, travel re­
ports, historical romances, even romans a clef or thrillers that, 
like Truman Capote's In Cold Blood, adapt a factually docu­
mented case, by no means create an unambiguously fictional 
world, even though we often relegate these productions, for 
the most part at least, to "literature." Pratt uses the results of 
studies in sociolinguistics by W. Labov22 to prove that natural 
narratives, that is, the "stories" told spontaneously or upon 
request in everyday life, follow the same rhetorical laws of 
construction as and exhibit structural chracteristics similar to 
literary narratives: "Labov's data make it necessary to account 
for narrative rhetoric in terms that are not exclusively literary; 
the fact that fictive or mimetically organized utterances can 
occur in almost any realm of extraliterary discourse requires 
that we do the same for fictivity or mimesis. In other words, 
the relation between a work's fictivity and its literariness is 
indirect. "2 :> 

Nonetheless, the fact that normal language is permeated with 
fictional, narrative, metaphorical, and, in general, with rhetor­
ical elements does not yet speak against the attempt to explain 
the autonomy of the linguistic work of art by the bracketing 
of illocu tionary forces, for, according to J akobson, the mark of 
fictionality is suited for demarcating literature from everyday 
discourses only to the degree that the world-disclosing function 
of language predominates over the other linguistic functions 
and determines the structure of the linguistic artifact. In a 
certain respect, it is the refraction and partial elimination of 
illocutionary validity claims that distinguishes the story from 
the statement of the eyewitness, teasing from insulting, being 
ironic from misleading, the hypothesis from the assertion, 
wish-fantasy from perception, a training maneuver from an 
act of warfare, and a scenario from a report of an actual 
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catastrophe. But in none of these cases do the illocutionary 
acts lose their binding force for coordinating action. Even in 
the cases adduced for the sake of comparison, the communi­
cative functions of the speech acts remain intact insofar as the 
fictive elements cannot be separated from contexts of life prac­
tice. The world-disclosive function of language does not gain 
independence over against the expressive, regulative, and in­
formative functions. By contrast, in Truman Capote's literary 
elaboration of a notorious and carefully researched incident, 
precisely this may be the case. That is to say, what grounds the 
primacy and the structuring force of the poetic function is not 
the deviation of a fictional representation from the documen­
tary report of an incident, but the exemplary elaboration that 
takes the case out of its context and makes it the occasion for 
an innovative, world-disclosive, and eye-opening representa­
tion in which the rhetorical means of representation depart 
from communicative routines and take on a life of their own. 

It is interesting to see how Pratt is compelled to work out 
this poetic function against her will. Her sociolinguistic coun­
terproposal begins with the analysis of a speech situation that 
poetic discourse shares with other discourses - the kind of 
arrangement in which a narrator or lecturer turns to a public 
and calls its attention to a text. The text undergoes certain 
procedures of preparation and selection before it is ready for 
delivery. Before a text can lay claim to the patience and dis­
cretion of the audience, it has also to satisfy certain criteria of 
relevance: it has to be worth telling. The tellability is to be assessed 
in terms of the manifestation of some significant exemplary 
experience. In its content, a tellable text reaches beyond the 
local context of the immediate speech situation and is open to 
further elaboration: "As might be expected, these two features 
- contextual detachability and susceptibility to elaboration -
are equally important characteristics of literature." Of course, 
literary texts share these characteristics with "display texts" in 
general. The latter are characterized by their special commu­
nicative functions: "They are designed to serve a purpose I 
have described as that of verbally representing states of affairs 
and experiences which arc held to be unusual or jJroblematic in 
such a way that the addressee will respond affcctively in the 
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intended way, adopt the intended evaluation ard interpreta­
tion, take pleasure in doing so, and gennall)' find the whole 
undertaking worth it."~ 1 One sees how the pragmatic linguistic 
analyst creeps up on literary texts from outside, as it were. The 
latter have still to satisfy a final condition; in the case of literary 
texts, tellability must gain a preponderance over other func­
tional characteristics: "In the end, tellability can take prece­
dence over assertability itself."~" Only in this case do the 
functional demands and structural constraints of everyday 
communicative practice (which Pratt clefmes by means of 
Grice's conversation postulates) lose their force. The concern 
to give one's contribution an informative shape, to say what is 
relevant, to be straightforward and to avoid obscure, ambigu­
ous, and prolix utterances are idealizing presuppositions of the 
communicative action of normal sjJeech, but not of poetic dis­
course: "Our tolerance, indeed propensity, for elaboration 
when dealing with the tellable suggests that, in Gricean terms, 
the standards of quantity, quality and manner for display texts 
differ from those Grice suggests for declarative speech in his 
Inaxims." 

In the end, the analysis leads to a confirmation of the thesis 
it would like to refute. To the degree that the poetic, world­
disclosing function of language gains primacy and structuring 
force, language escapes the structural constraints and com­
municative functions of everyday life. The space of fiction that 
is opened up when linguistic forms of expression become re­
flexive results from suspending illocutionary binding forces 
and those idealizations that make possible a usc of language 
oriented toward mutual understanding - and hence make 
possible a coordination of plans of action that operates via the 
intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity claims. One 
can read Derrida's debate with Austin also as a denial of this 
independently structured domain of everyday communicative 
practice; it corresponds to the denial of an autonomous realm 
of fiction. 

IV 

Because Derrida denies both, he can analyze any given dis­
course in accord with the model of poetic language, and do so 
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as if langua~e gcnerallv were determined by the poetic use of 
language specialized in world-disclosure. From this viewpoint, 
language as such converges with literature or indeed with ''writ­
ing." This rLe.1thetirizinr.; of lrmguar.;e, 7.ohirh is purchased with the 
tu,oj(J/d denial of the propn smses of normal ami poetir discourse, also 
explains Derrida's insensitivity toward the tension-filled polar­
ity between the poetic-world-disclosive function of language 
and its prosaic, innerworldly functions, which a modified ver­
sion of Biihler's functional scheme takes into consideration. 2G 

Linguistically mediated processes such as the acquisition of 
knowledge, the transmission of culture, the formation of per­
sonal identity, and socialization and social integration involve 
mastering problems posed by the world; the independence of 
learning processes that Derrida cannot acknowledge is clue to 
the independent logics of these problems and the linguistic 
medium tailored to deal with them. For Derrida, linguistically 
mediated processes within the world are embedded in a world­
constituting context that prejudices everything; they arc f~rtal­

istically delivered up to the unmanageable happening of text 
production, overwhelmed by the poetic-creative transforma­
tion of a background designed by archewriting, and con­
demned to be provincial. An aesthetic contextualism blinds him 
to the fact that everyclav communicative practice makes learn­
ing processes possible (thanks to built-in idealizations) in rela­
tion to which the world-disclosive force of interpreting 
language has in turn to prove its worth. These learning pro­
cesses unfold an independent logic that transcends all local 
constraints, because experiences and judgments arc formed 
only in the light of criticizable validity claims. Derrida neglects 
the potential for negation inherent in the validity basis of action 
oriented toward reaching understanding; he permits the ca­
pacity to solve problems to disappear behind the world-creating 
capacity of language; the former capacity is possessed by lan­
guage as the medium through which those acting communi­
catively get involved in relations to the world whenever they 
agree with one another about something in the objective world, 
in their common social world, or in the subjective worlds to 
which each has privileged access. 
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Richard Rorty proposes a similar leveling; unlike Derrida, 
however, he does not remain idealistically fixated upon the 
history of metaphysics as a transcendent happening that de­
termines everything intramundane. According to Rorty, sci­
ence and morality, economics and politics, are delivered up to 
a process of language-creating protuberances in just the same 
wa-y as art and philosophy. Like Kuhnian history of science, the 
flux of interpretations beats rhythmically between revolutions 
and normalizations of language. He observes this back-and­
forth between two situations in all fields of cultural life: "One 
is the sort of situation encountered when people pretty much 
agree on what is wanted, and are talking about how best to get 
it. In such a situation there is no need to say anything terribly 
unfamiliar, for argument is typically about the truth of asser­
tions rather than about the utility of vocabularies. The con­
trasting situation is one in which everything is up for grabs at 
once - in which the motives and terms of discussions are a 
central subject of argument. ... In such periods people begin 
to toss around old words in new senses, to throw in the occa­
sional neologism, and thus to hammer out a new idiom which 
initially attracts attention to itself and only later gets put to 
work."~ 7 One notices how the Nietzschean pathos of a Lebens­
philosophie that has made the linguistic turn beclouds the sober 
insights of pragmatism; in the picture painted by Rorty, the 
renovative process of linguistic world-disclosure no longer has 
a counterpoise in the testing processes of intramundane practice. 
The "Yes" and "No" of communicatively acting agents is so 
prejudiced and rhetorically overdetermined by their linguistic 
contexts that the anomalies that start to arise during the phases 
of exhaustion are taken to represent only symptoms of waning 
vitality, or aging processes analogous to processes of nature -
and are not seen as the result of deficient solutions to problems 
and invalid answers. 

lntramundane linguistic practice draws its power of negation 
from validity claims that go beyond the horizons of any cur­
rently given context. But the contextualist concept of language, 
laden as it is with Leben.lphilosofJhie, is impervious to the very 
real force of the counterfactual, which makes itself felt in the 
idealizing presuppositions of communicative action. Hence 
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Derrida and Rorty are also mistaken about the unique status 
of discourses differentiated from ordinary communication and 
tailored to a single validity dimension (truth or normative right­
ness), or to a single complex of problems (questions of truth 
or justice). In modern societies, the spheres of science, morality, 
and law have crystallized around these forms of argumenta­
tion. The corresponding cultural systems of action administer 
problem-solving capacities in a way similar to that in which the 
enterprises of art and literature administer capacities for world­
disclosure. Because Derrida overgeneralizes this one linguistic 
function - namely, the poetic - he can no longer see the 
complex relationship of the ordinary practice of normal speech 
to the two extraordinary spheres, differentiated, as it were, in 
opposite directions. The polar tension between world-disclo­
sure and problem-solving is held together within the functional 
matrix of ordinary language; but art and literature on the one 
side, and science, morality, and law on the other, are specialized 
for experiences and modes of knowledge that can be shaped 
and worked out within the compass of one linguistic function 
and one dimension of validity at a time. Derrida holistically 
levels these complicated relationships in order to equate phi­
losophy with literature and criticism. He fails to recognize the 
special status that both philosophy and literary criticism, each 
in its own way, assume as mediators between expert cultures 
and the everyday world. 

Literary criticism, institutionalized in Europe since the eigh­
teenth century, has contributed to the differentiation of art. It 
has responded to the increasing autonomy of linguistic vwrks 
of art by means of a discourse specialized for questions of taste. 
In it, the claims ·with which literary texts appear are submitted 
to examination - claims to "artistic truth," aesthetic harmony, 
exemplary validity, innovative force, and authenticity. In this 
respect, aesthetic criticism is similar to argumentative forms 
specialized for propositional truth and the rightness of norms, 
that is, to theoretical and practical discourse. It is, however, 
not merely an esoteric component of expert culture but, be­
yond this, has the job of mediating between expert culture and 
everyday world. 
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This brid[!;ing f1mction of art criticism is more obvious in the 
cases of music and the plastic arts than in that of literary works, 
which are already formulated in the medium of language, even 
if it is a poetic, self-referential language. From this second, 
exoteric standpoint, criticism performs a translating activity of 
a unique kind. It brings the experiential content of the work 
of art into normal language; the innovative potential of art 
and literature for the lifeworlds and life histories that repro­
duce themselves through everyday communicative practice can 
only be unleashed in this maieutic way. This is then deposited 
in the changed configuration of the evaluative vocabulary, in a 
renovation of value orientations and need interpretations, 
which alters the color of modes of life by way of altering modes 
of perception. 

Philosophy also occupies a position with two fronts similar 
to that of literary criticism - or at least this is true of modern 
philosophy, which no longer promises to redeem the claims of 
religion in the name of theory. On the one hand, it directs its 
interest to the foundations of science, morality, and law and 
attaches theoretical claims to its statements. Characterized by 
universalist problematics and strong theoretical strategies, it 
maintains an intimate relationship with the sciences. And yet 
philosophy is not simply an esoteric component of an expert 
culture. It maintains just as intimate a relationship with the 
totalitv of the lifcworld and with sound common sense, even if 
in a subversive way it relentlessly shakes up the certainties of 
nernl<l\ practice. Philosophical thinking represents the life­
world's interest in the whole complex of functions and struc­
tures connected and combined in communicati\T action, and 
it docs so in the face of knowledge svstems differentiated out 
in accord with particular dimensions of validitv. Of' course, it 
maintains this relationship to totalitv \\ith a reflectiveness lack­
i~lg in the intuitively present b<~ckground proper to the 
hfeworld. 

lf one takes into consideration the two-front position of 
criticism and philosophy that I have onlv sketched here -
toward the evervdav world on the one side, and on the other 
toward the spcc:iali~cd cultures of art and literature, science 
and morality- it becomes dear what the leveling of the genre 
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distinction between philosophy and literature, and the assimi­
lation of philosophy to literature and of literature to philoso­
phy, as affirmed in propositions 2 and 2', mean. This leveling 
and this assimilation confusedly jumble the constellations in 
which the rhetorical elements of language assume entirely dij~ 
fermt roles. The rhetorical element occurs in its pure form only 
in the sclf-refcrentiality of the poetic expression, that is, in the 
language of fiction specialized for world-disclosure. Even the 
normal language of everyday life is ineradicably rhetorical; but 
within the matrix of different linguistic functions, the rhetor­
ical elements recede here. !'he world-disdosive linguistic 
framework is almost at a standstill in the routines of everyday 
practice. The same holds true of the specialized languages of 
science and technology, law and morality, economics, political 
science, etc. They, too, live off of the illuminating power of 
metaphorical tropes; but the rhetorical elements, which are by 
no means expunged, are tamed, as it were, and enlisted for 
special purposes of problem-solving. 

The rhetorical dimension plays a different and far more 
important role in the language of literary criticism and philos­
ophy. They are both faced with tasks that arc paradoxical in 
similar ways. They are supposed to feed the contents of expert 
cultures, in which knowledge is accumulated under one aspect 
of validity at a time, into an everyday practice in which all 
linguistic functions and aspects of validitv arc intermeshed to 
form one syndrome. And vet literary criticism and philosophy 
are supposed to accomplish this task of mediation with means 
of expression taken from languages specialized in questions of 
taste or of truth. Thev can only resolve this paradox by rhe­
torical!\· expanding and enriching their special languages to 
the extent that is required to link up indirect communications 
with the manifest contents of statements, and to do so in a 
deliberate wav. That explains the strong rhetorical strain char­
acteristic of studies by literary critics and philosophers alike. 
Significant critics and great philosophers arc also noted writers. 
Literarv criticism and philosophy have a family resemblance to 
literature - and to this extent to one another as well - in 
their rhetorical achievements. But their family relationship 
stops right there, for in each of these enterprises the tools of 
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rhetoric are subordinated to the discipline of a distinct form of 

argumentation. 
If, following Derrida's recommendation, philosophical think-

ing were to be relieved of the duty of solving problems and 
shifted over to the function of literary criticism, it would be 
robbed not merely of its seriousness, but of its productivity. 
Conversely, the literary-critical power of judgment loses its 
potency when, as is happening among Derrida's disciples in 
literature departments, it gets displaced from appropriating 
aesthetic experiential contents into the critique of metaphysics. 
The false assimilation of one enterprise to the other robs both 
of their substance. And so we return to the issue with which 
we started. Whoever transposes the radical critique of reason 
into the domain of rhetoric in order to blunt the paradox of 
sclf-referentiality, also dulls the sword of the critique of reason 
itself. The false pretense of eliminating the genre distinction 
between philosophy and literature cannot lead us out of this 
aporia. 2H 

-

VIII 

Between Eroticism 
and General Economics: 
Georges Bataille 

I 

After Bataille's death in 1962, his companion of many years, 
Michel Leiris, described his friend with these words: "After he 
had been the impossible one, fascinated by everything he could 
discover about what was really unacceptable ... he expanded 
his field of vision (in line with his old idea of getting beyond 
the 'No!' of a child stamping around in a rage) and, in the 
consciousness that a human being is only really a human being 
when, in this state of being without measure or standard, he 
seeks his own standard, he made himself into the man of the 
impossible, desirous of reaching the point where above and 
below become blurry in a Dionysian vertigo and where the 
distance between totality and nothingness is eliminated." 1 The 
salient attribute of "the impossible one" refers on the surface 
to the author of the "obscene work" who carried on the black 
writing of the Marquis de Sade; but it also refers to the phi­
losopher and scholar who tried to take up the impossible her­
itage of Nietzsche as critic of ideology. 

Bataille read Nietzsche relatively early on ( 1923), a year be­
fore Leiris introduced him to the circle of Andre Masson and 
to the leading Surrealists. To be sure, Bataille gave the philo­
sophical discourse of modernity a direction similar to Heideg­
ger's; but for his departure from modernity he chose a 
completely different path. He developed his concept of the 
holy from an anthropologically grounded critique of Christi-



anity that forms a counterpart to Nietzsche's Geneal!Jf.,')' ofJVlor­
rds. ·He did not get into an immanent critique of m~taphysics 
at all. An initial glance at the double life of this archivist of the 
Bibliothcque :\'ationale and bohemian author in the midst of 
the Parisian intellectual scene re\eals that Bataille and the phi­
losophy professor from i\Iarburg and Freiburg lived on differ­
ent stars. \Vhat separates them especially are two central 
experiences: aesthetic experience in the circle of surrealism 
and political experience in connection with left radicalism. 

At the end of the 1920s, the group associated with the jour­
nal La rh,o!ution .1unAdiste broke up. Breton raised severe ob­
jections against the apostates in his Serond Surrealist Alanif'esto; 

they responded with a massive counterattack. From then on, 
there was an all-out war between Breton's "Association" and 
Bataille's "Ccrcle Communiste Democratiquc." Together with 
.Michel Leiris and Carl Einstein, Bataille founded at the same 
time the famous journal Documents, in which important studies 
by the editor were published. This is when Bataille first devel­
oped the concept of "the heterogeneous," the name he gave to 
all those clements that resist assimilation to the bourgeois form 
of life and to the routines of evcrvday life, just as they evade 
the methodical grasp of the sciences. In this concept, Bataille 
condensed the basic experience of the surrealist writers and 
artists who wanted shockingly to proclaim the ecstatic forces of 
intoxication, of clreamlife, of the instinctive and impulsive gen­
erally, against the imperatives of utility, normality, and sobriety, 
in order to shake up conventionally set modes of perception 
and experience. The realm of the heterogeneous is opened up 
onlv in explosive moments of fascinated shock, when those 
categories fall apart that guarantee in everyday life the confi­
dent interaction of the subject with himself and with the world. 
From the start, Bataille applied the concept of the heteroge­
neous to social groups, to the outcasts and the marginalized, 
to the counterworld - familiar since Baudelaire - of those 
clements that are placed outside the boundaries of social nor­
mality - be they the pariahs and the untouchables, the pros­
titutes or the lumpen proletariat, the crazies, the rioters, and 
revolutionaries, the poets or the bohemians. Thus, this aes­
thetically inspired concept also became an instrument for the 
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analysis of I tal ian and German fascism: Bataille ascribed to 
fascist leaders a heterogeneous existence. 

The contrary biographical orientations, the contradictory po­
litical options, and the obvious differences between erotic writ­
ing and scholarly essays on the one side and philosophical 
inYestigation and Being-mysticism on the other - these con­
trasts make it difficult at first glance to see the common project 
that links Bataille with Heicleggcr. The one, like the other, is 
concerned to break out of the prison of modernity, out of the 
closed universe of an Occidental rationalism that has been 
victorious on the scale of world history. Both want to overcome 
subjectivism, which covers the world with its reifying violence 
and lets it harden into a totality of technically manipulable and 
economically realizable goods. So much do both thinkers agree 
in this project that what Foucault says about Bataille's idea of 
transgression might as well be said of the later Heidegger's 
concept of transcendence: "In our day, is not the play of limit 
and transgression the essential test for a thought that centers 
on the 'origin,' for a form of thought to which Nietzsche ded­
icated us from the beginning of his works and one which would 
be, absolutely and in the same motion, a Critique and an On­
tology, an understanding that comprehends both finitude and 
being?"~ In the next sentence, the name Bataillc might just as 
well be replaced by that of Heidegger. "And perhaps to all 
those who strive above all to maintain the unity of the philos­
opher's grammatical function ... we could oppose Bataille's 
exemplary enterprise: his desperate and relentless attack on 
the preeminence of the philosophical subject. His experience 
and his language became an ordeal, a deliberate drawing and 
quartering of that which speaks in philosophical language, a 
disposition of stars that come out at midnight, allowing voice­
less words to be born.":l 

Nevertheless, serious differences result from the fact that 
Bataille does not attack reason at the foundations of wgnitivr 
rationalization or at the ontological presuppositions of objecti­
fying science and technology. He concentrates instead on the 
foundations of an ethical rationalization, which, as Max Weber 
has shown, made possible the capitalist system and hence sub­
jected social life as a whole to imperatives of alienated labor 
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and processes of accumulation. Bataille establishes the princi­
ple of modernity not in relation to a rootlessly autonomous 
self-consciousness puffed up in an authoritarian pose, not in 
relation to cognition, but in relation to the success-oriented 
utilitarian action that serves the realization of any given sub­
jective purpose. To be sure, Heideggcr and Bataille have in 
mind the same tendencies by which objectifying thought and 
purposive-rational action unleash their historical power; but 
the critique that is supposed to go to the roots of the malaise 
takes a different tack in each: Heidegger's procedure of cri­
tique of metaphysics digs into the frozen ground of transcen­
dental subjectivity in order to lay bare the true foundations of 
an origin set temporally aflow; in contrast, Bataille's approach 
of moral critique is concerned not with discovering still deeper 
foundations of subjectivity, but with unbounding it -: with the 
form of expression that leads the monadically self-encapsulated 
subject back again into the intimacy of a life-context that has 
become alien, confined, cut off, and fragmented. For Bataille, 
a completely different perspective from Heidegger's is opened 
up with this idea of unbounding: The self-transcendent subject 
is not dethroned and disempowered in favor of a superfoun­
dationalist destining of Being; rather, spontaneity is given back 
its outlawed drives. Opening toward the sacral domain does 
not mean subjugation to the authority of an indeterminate fate 
only hinted at in its aura; transgressing boundaries toward the 
sacral does not imply the humble self-surrender of subjectivity, 
but liberation to true sovereignty. 

It is no accident that not Being but sovereignty has the last 
word: In it, we see a proximity (unthinkable for Heidegger) to 
Nietzsche's aesthetically inspired concept of freedom and su­
perhuman self-assertion. For Bataille, as for Nietzsche, there 
is a convergence between the self-aggrandizing and meaning­
creating will to power and a cosmically moored fatalism of the 
eternal return of the same. A basically anarchist trait links 
Bat~ille with :\ietzsche: Because the latter's thought is aimed 
agamst any authority whatsoever, even against the holy as an 
authority, the teaching about the death of God is intended in 
a strictly atheistic sense. On the other hand, for Heidegger, 
who repeats this thesis in noble tones, it loses all its radicality. 

-
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To be sure, God as an ontic entity is denied; but the ontolog­
ically restored event of revelation hovers ambiguously about 
the grammatical place left unoccupied by the demolished God­
projection - as if all we lacked in the meantime was the lan­
guage for naming the one whose name is ineffable. So Fou­
cault's question has a point only for Bataille, not Heidegger: 
"But what does it mean to kill God if he does not exist, to kill 
God who has never existed?" 1 Foucault recognizes that Bataillc 
must seek the excess of self-transgressing subjectivity in the 
experience of the erotic, because he conceives of the holy in 
rigorously atheistic terms. Indeed, the profanation of the holy 
is the model for transgression; but Bataille docs not delude 
himself about the fact that there is nothing left to profane in 
modernity - and that it cannot be the job of philosophy to 
fashion a substitute for this in a mysticism of Being with a 
capital B. Bataille posits an intrinsic link between the sexual 
horizon of experience and the death of God - "not that it 
proffers any new content for our age-old acts; rather, it permits 
a profanation without object, a profanation that is empty and 
turned inward upon itself and whose instruments are brought 
to bear on nothing but each other."~ 

I want now to consider the significance for his construction 
of modernity of Bataille's analysis of fascism in terms of the 
concepts of the homogeneous and the heterogeneous. Bataillc 
sees modernity embedded in a history of reason in which the 
forces of sovereignty and labor are in conflict with one another. 
The history of reason extends from the archaic beginnings of 
sacral society to the totally reified world of Soviet society from 
which the last feudal traces of sovereignty have been expunged. 
This complete unmixing of homogeneous and heterogeneous 
components, however, opens up perspectives on a formation 
of a future societv that reconciles social equalitv with the sov-

' ' 
ereignty of individuals. Bataillc's anthropological explanation 
of the heterogeneous as the discriminated against and the out­
lawed breaks with all dialectical figures of thought. Hence, the 
question arises as to how Bataille would explain the revolution­
ary transition from the cooled-off, totally reified society to a 
renewal of sovereignty. The project of a general economics 
extrapolated to the energy ecology of nature as a whole can be 
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understood as an answer to this question. This enterprise gets 
caught up in the paradoxes of self-referential reason. Thus, in 
the end Bataille oscillates between an incoherent reattachment 
to the Hegelian project of a dialectic of enlightenment, on the 
one hand, and an unmediated juxtaposition of scholarly anal­
vsis and mvsticism, on the other. 
' ' 

II 

The victory of the Fascist movement in Italy and the National 
Socialist takeover of power in the German Reich were - long 
before Auschwitz- phenomena from which issued waves not 
onlv of irritation, but also of fascinated excitement. There was 
no ,theory of contemporaneity not affected to its core by the 
penetrating force of fascism. This holds true especially of the 
theories that were in their formative period in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s - of Heidegger's fundamental ontology, as 
we have seen, no less than of Bataille's heterology or Hork­
heimcr's Critical Theory.(' In November 1933, when Heidegger 
\\as making his campaign speeches for the "Fiihrer," Bataille 
published a studv of The Yl)'cfwlogical Structure of Fascism.' In 
contrast with Marxist attempts, he directs his attention not to 
economic and social-structural causes accessible onlv to theory, 
but to the most visible effects, especially to the palpable social­
psvchological phenomena of the new political movements. He 
is particularlv interested in the connection between the masses 
mobilized bv plebiscites and their charismatic Fiihrer-figures, 
and generally in the show aspect of fascist leadership (brought 
to mind by Fest's Hitler him) - the cultic honoring of leaders 
as sacred personages, the artfully staged massrituals, the man­
ifest!\ violem and hypnotic elements, the breach of legalitv, the 
renunciation of even the appearance of democracy and all 
egalitarian values: "The aflective stream that connects the 
FLihrer with his followers in the form of moral identification 
... is a function of a common awareness of mounting energies, 
growing violentlv into a state without measure or standard, 
which arc accun~ulating and becoming a\ailable without limit 
in the person of the FLihrer."H 

-
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Bataille was Marxist enough at the time to recognize the 
objective conditions of crisis of which fascism was only the 
expioiter. The capitalist economy and its apparatus have first 
to "collapse because of internal contradictions" before a kind 
of violence that has no affinity whatsoever with the structure 
of existing society could inject itself into the functional gaps. 
The principle of freedom of choice was incorporated in dem­
ocratically constituted industrial capitalism, a subjective free­
dom of choice for private entrepreneurs and for workers as 
well as for citizens (isolated in the election booths): "The move­
ment and ultimate triumph of National Socialism owe not a 
little to the fact that some German capitalists became aware of 
how risky for them this principle of individual freedom could 
become in a crisis."9 To be sure, the functional imperative for 
a totalitarian abolition of this principle remains "an empty 
wish" taken by itself; the resources on which fascism feeds -
which is to say, the "inexhaustible wealth of forms of affective 
life" -cannot be explained in functionalist terms. That these 
forces taken over by the fascist state obviously spring from a 
realm that is heterogeneous in relation to the existing society 
gives Bataille the motivation to study heterogeneous elements. 
He is not satisfied with psychoanalytic explanations that derive 
from Freud's study, iHass Pl)'rholog_y and Ego Arw(1'sis; 10 he is 
convinced instead that the roots of fascism go deeper than the 
unconscious that is still accessible to the analytic force of self­
rcftection. The model on which Bataille conceives the splitting 
off of the heterogeneous is not the Freudian model of repres­
sion. It is one of exclusion and of the stabilization of boundaries 
that can only be penetrated by excess, that is, violently. Bataille 
seeks an economics of the total social ecology of drives; this 
theorv is supposed to explain why rnodernitv continues its life­
endangering exclusions without alternatives, and why hope in a 
dialectic of enlightenment, which has accompanied the modern 
project right down to vVestern Marxism, is in vain: "The ho­
mogeneous society is incapable of discovering in itself a mean­
ing and purpose for action. Consequently it enters into 
dependency upon imperative forces it has excluded." 11 

Bataillc stands in the tradition of the Durkheim school. He 
traces the heterogeneous aspects of social as well as of psychic 
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and mental life back to the sacred element that Durkheim had 
defined by contrasting it with the world of the profane. Sacred 
objects possess an auratic power that simultaneously entices 
and attracts even as it terrifies and repulses. If stimulated, they 
release shocking effects and represent a different, higher level 
of reality. They are incommensurable with profane things and 
evade any homogenizing treatment that would liken the 
strange to the familiar and explain the unexpected with the 
help of what one is well acquainted with. Bataille also adds the 
distinction of unproductive expenditure: The heterogeneous 
is related to the profane world as what is superfluous- from 
refuse and excrement, through dreams, erotic temptations, 
and perversions, to contaminating, subversive ideas; from palp­
able luxury to exuberantly electrifying, hopes and transcend­
ences pronounced holy. In opposition to this, the homogeneous 
and conformist clements of everyday life are the result of the 
metabolism with a resistant external nature. In capitalist soci­
ety, labor measured abstractly in time and money (that is, wage 
labor) is effective as a homogenizing power, which increases 
when combined with science and technology. Technology is the 
link between science and production, and Bataille contends, 
like Adorno, that "the laws created by science produce rela­
tionships of identity between the various elements of a pro­
duced and measurable world." 12 

Into this rationalized world irrupt the fascist Fuhrer and his 
entranced masses. It is not without admiration that Bataille 
speaks of their heterogeneous existence. Against the back­
ground of interest-oriented mass democracy, Hitler and Mus­
solini appear to be "the totally other." He is fascinated by the 
violence "that raises them [Hitler and Mussolini] above the 
people, the parties, and even the laws, a violence that pene­
trates the normal course of affairs, the peaceful but boring 
homogeneity that is impotent when it comes to maintaining 
itself by its own force." 13 In a fascist regime, homogeneous and 
heterogeneous clements are fused in a novel way - on the 
one hand, those characteristics such as readiness to perform, 
discipline, and love of order, which pertain to the functional 
demands of homogeneous society; and on the other, the mass 
ecstasy and authority of the Fuhrer that reflect the splendor 
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of true sovereignty. The fascist state merges the heterogeneous 
with homogeneous elements; it is governmentalized S()Ver­
eignty. It inherits a kind of sovereignty that in traditional so­
cieties assumed religious and military forms. In the sovereignty 
of the Fuhrer, both these elements remain undifferentiated. 
In fascism, the essential moment of rule by men over men is, 
so to speak, achieved in its purity. The aura of the Fuhrer 
assures a mass loyalty that is drawn upon independently of any 
quest for legitimation. In terms reminiscent of Carl Schmitt, 
Bataille explains this unconditional acceptance by the fact that 
the power of a leader is at its core charismatic - rooted pre­
cisely in the heterogeneous: "The simple fact of rule by men 
over men implies the heterogeneity of the ruler, at least to the 
extent that he is the ruler; to the extent that he appeals to his 
nature or to his personal qualities for the legitimation of his 
authority, he characterizes this nature as totally other, without 
being able to give a rational account of it." 14 Bataille traces the 
captivating, sensational moment in the exercise of power by 
the fascist Fuhrer back to sovereignty, to which he ascribes 
authenticity - this is where the difference from Horkheimer 
and Adorno's theory of fascism, which has a similar point of 
departure, becomes clear. 

Like Bataille, they concentrate on the psychological surface 
of fascism- at least in "The Elements of Anti-Semitism." 15 In 
the arrangement of the highly ritualized mass demonstrations, 
Horkheimer and Adorno decipher "the false counterfeit of 
frightened mimesis" - thus, the arousal and manipulation of 
age-old patterns of reaction. Fascism uses the mimetic behavior 
(eliminated by civilization) for its own purposes. The suppres­
sion of the archaic ambivalence between flight and self-surren­
der, disgust and allure, becomes reflexive in an ironic way: "In 
modern fascism, rationality has reached a point at which it is 
no longer satisfied with simply repressing nature; rationality 
now exploits nature by incorporating into its own system the 
rebellious potentialities of nature." 16 To this extent, Bataille's 
analysis can be still translated into the concepts of Critical 
Theory: Fascism ultimately only serves to render inner nature's 
revolts against instrumental reason adaptable to the impera­
tives of the latter. The decisive difference between the two 
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approaches, however, lies in the way they specify the sup­
pressed or excluded and outlawed parts of subjective nature. 
For Horkheimer and Adorno, the mimetic impulse carries with 
it the promise of a "happiness without pm\Tr," 17 whereas for 
Bataille happiness and power arc indissolubly fused in the 
heterogeneous: In the erotic and in the sacred, Bataille cele­
brates an "elemental violence." 1

il \'\'ith the help of the same 
idea, he also justifies in fascism that element (so characteristic 
of Carl Schmitt) of groundless or "pure" leadership, against 
which Horkheimer and Adorno most clearly set the force of 

the mimetic. 
Even Benjamin, who in an early essay seems to anticipate 

Bataillc's conception of an immaculate sovereign power in ap­
pealing to Sorel's myth of the general strike, ultimately holds 
fast to the reference point of a constraint-free intersubjectivity 
of mutual understanding. The fateful power of revolutionary, 
corrective acts, which are essentially anarchical and yet lie at 
the basis of all institutions of freedom (and have to be kept 
present in them), is projected by Benjamin into a politics of 
"pure means." This is separated by only a hair's breadth from 
what fascist power would like to be. And yet this power, as an 
end in itself that does not mediate justice instrumentally but 
manifests and fulfills it, remains, according to Benjamin, always 
tied to a sphere of agreement free of violence. This sphere of 
human agreement which "is whollv inaccessible to violence" 

c ' 

remains for Benjamin "the proper sphere of 'understanding' 
and of language." 1'1 By his enterprise of redemptive critique, 
Benjamin is so committed to this idea that he even wants to 
sec the nonviolence of "pure means" exemplified in the pro­
letarian general strike. 

Without such a violence-transcending point of reference, 
Bataille runs into difficulty making plausible the distinction 
that remains so important for him- namely, that between the 
socialist revolution and the fascist takeover of power, which 
merely seems to be like the former. What Benjamin affirms of 
the enterprise of surrealism as a whole - that it wanted "to 
win the energies of intoxication for the revolution"~11 - Bataille 
also has in mind; it is the dream of an aestheticized, poetic 
politics purified of all moral elements. Indeed. this is what 
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Ltscinatcs him about fascism· "The example of fascism, 'vhich 
today calls into question e\en the existence of the labor move­
ment, suffices to demonstrate what we might expect from a 
Ltvorable recourse to renewed affective forces." 21 But then the 
question arises as to hov\ the subversively spontaneous expres­
sion of these forces and the fascist canalizing of them really 
differ. The question becomes uncomfortable if, with Baraille, 
one proceeds from the assumption that the difference should 
be identified already in the forms and patterns of politics and 
not merely in their concrete material consequences. In his 1933 
writing, Bataillc attempts to draw a boundary within the world 
of the heterogeneous between higher and lower clements. So 
little docs this attempt succeed that Bataillc is finally satisfied 
with suggesting a change in the function of the fascist politics 
that he is struggling against. He recommends the elaboration 
of a science of heterology that "would permit us to foresee the 
effective social reactions that convulse the superstructure -
and perhaps even to manipulate them to a certain degree .... 
A systematic knmdeclgc of the social movements of attraction 
and repulsion [that is, of emotional ambivalences released by 
the heterogeneous] proves itself a weapon at the moment when 
fascism stands opposed nut so much to communism as to rad­
ically imperative forms ... of subversion.""" 

In the three subsequent decades, Bataillc finished the basic 
outlines of the science postulated at that time. I want to con­
sider first his historico-philosophical distantiation from mod­
ernity, in order then to look at the General Economics from 
which he hoped for a response to the still open question of 
how the final transition from reification to sovereignty should 
be conceived. 

III 

As early as 1933, Bataille published a treatise on the concept 
of waste in which we can recognize a philosophy of history 
with a Manichaean turn. 2:' As a communist, Bataille moves 
within the argumentative space of praxis philosophy: Labor, 
in the sense of social production, is the form of reproduction 
specific to the human species. He begins by describing modern 
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class antagonisms in terms of the Economic and Philosophic 
Jv1anuscripts of the early Marx: "The goal of the worker is to 
produce in order to live, but that of the entrepreneur is to 
produce in order to deliver the laboring producers into abject 
misery."~ 1 Yet Bataille denies the implicit consequence that the 
"life'' for the sake of which production occurs is intrinsic to 
labor as its rational tclos. The goal of the type of production 
Bataille has in mind instead transcends the circuit of productive 
expenditure of labor power and the consumptive appropria­
tion of those use-values into which the labor process is objec­
tified. Bataille gives the expressivist model of human activity 
from which he takes off a twist that negates the very founda­
tions of praxis philosophy. This is to say, he sees a deep am­
bivalence embedded in consumption itself between the 
reproduction of labor power directly necessary for life and a 
consumption of luxury that removes the products of labor 
from the sphere of vital necessities in a wasteful way and hence 
from the dictates of the processes of sheer metabolism. Only 
this unproductive form of expenditure, which from the eco­
nomic perspective of individual commodity owners represents 
a loss, can simultaneously make possible and confirm the sov­
ereignty of human beings and their authentic existence. 

To be sure, Marx, too, speaks of a sphere of freedom beyond 
the sphere of necessity, beyond the realm of production deter­
mined by the metabolism with external nature. But Marx also 
subsumes even the creative use of leisure time under the model 
of externalization and reappropriation of the essential powers 
of the individual - the reference point remains the total in­
dividual, universally realizing himself. With utter realism, Ba­
taille sees in this the danger that the habitualized necessities of 
nature merely continue under the cover of a seemingly auton­
omous freedom; he fears that true sovereignty would also be 
suppressed in a world of material abundance as long as the 
rational - according to the principle of balancing payments 
- us: of material and spiritual goods did not leave room for 
a rachcally different form of consumption - namely, of waste­
ful expenditure in which the consuming subject expresses him­
self. This unproductive form of expenditure places Bataille in 
proximity with the toxic state of self-surrender, of self-tran-

... 
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scendence, of frenzy. This unbounding of the self also leaves 
its economic traces in luxury consumption: "Human activity is 
not to be reduced wholly to processes of production and re­
production; and consumption is to be divided into two differ­
ent domains. The first, which is reducible, comprises the 
minimal amount necessary for individuals of a society to pre­
serve their lives and to continue their productive activity .... 
The second domain embraces the so-called unproductive ex­
penses: luxury, mourning ceremonies, wars, cults, the erection 
of splendid buildings, games, theater, the arts, perverse sex­
uality (that is, detached from genitality) represent activities that 
at least originally have their end in themselves." 2 '' The self­
sufficient activity performed for its own sake (Aristotle), as 
displayed in the lmmry of the leisure classes, still reveals some­
thing of primordial sovereignty. 

However, capitalism is characterized by the fact that all sur­
pluses get reinvested, that is, they are spent again productively; 
the process of accumulation is guided by imperatives of the 
self-realization of capital. In this regard, Marx criticized only 
the growing independence of the production of exchange­
values from the production of use-values. Bataille deplores the 
fact that the productive investment of surpluses replaces their 
unproductive use. "With their wealth," capitalists have "taken 
on the obligation to expend it in a functional way"~1;: Hence 
modern society does without the public display of luxury -
"exhibition of wealth occurs now behind private walls in accord 
with boring and oppressive conventions."27 The generous, the 
orgiastic, the lack of measure that still marked feudal waste, 
has disappeared. 

Along the lines of this concept of expenditure, Bataille de­
veloped his major theoretical work, the first part of which 
appeared in 1949, after eighteen years of preparatory labor, 
under the title La Part maudite; a section from the third part 
was published in 1956 under the title La Souverainete. In the 
intervening years the distance from the problems and concepts 
of praxis philosophy had grown even greater. In a certain way, 
Bataille's theory can be understood as a counterpart to the 
theory of reification developed by Lukacs, Horkheimer, and 
Adorno along the lines of a Weberian Marxism. Sovereignty 
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stands in opposition to the principle of reifying, instrumental 
reason that issues fi-om the sphere of social labor and attains 
dominance in the modern world. To be sovereign means not 
to let oneself be reduced, as in labor, to the condition of an 
object, but to free subjectivity from bondage: The subject re­
moved from labor and obsessed by the fulfillment of the pres­
ent is \\·holly given up to the consumption of self. The essence 
of sovereignty consists of useless consumption, of "whatever 
pleases me.":!K This sovereignty hills to the verdict of a world­
historical process of disenchantment and reification. The sov­
ereign nature gets spiritualized in modern societies and ex­
cluded from a universe that subsumes everything under the 
form of valorizable and manipulable objects, that is, of private 
property: ''At the beginning of industrial society, v\'hich is based 
on the primacy and autonomy of goods - of things - there 
stands the opposed will, the one thing essential - what makes 
us tremble violently in the presence of the horrifying and the 
enticing- outside the world of activity, the world of ol~jects.""' 1 

The parallels \\'ith the early Lukacs are striking. For at first 
it looks as if this process of excluding a sacred element removed 
from the world were only the consequence of the capitalist 
mode of production: "On tbe basis of the accumulation of 
riches for the purpose of an ever expanding industrial pro­
duction, bourgeois societv is the societv of things. It is, in 
comparison with the shape of feudal society, not a society of 
persons .... The object translatable into monev is worth more 
than the subject who, since he is dependent upon objects (to 
the extent that he owns them), no longer exists for himself and 
possesses no real \alue."w As a matter of fact, the fetishism of 
the commoclitv form promotes onlv the universal spread of the 
dominion of a calculative reason anthropologically rooted in 
the structures of labor. The tendencv toward the reification of 
societv goes back to archaic times an'd extends bevond capital­
ism into the future of bureaucratic socialism, whi~h will finallv 
put into effect the testament of the world-historical process o,f 
disenchantment. 

This is alreadv more reminiscent of later Critical Theon 
than of carlv Lt;k:tcs; but both comparisons fall short. Wh<;t 
Bataille has in mind is not a theorv of rcification at all, but a 
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philosophy that redescribes history as one great process of 
proscription, that is, of the progressive extraterritorialization 
of sacred powers. He wants to expound the world-historical 
destiny of sovereignty, that unfathomable freedom which con­
sists of "consuming without profit what might have remained 
tied to useful works.":ll 

The purest, still empirically graspable form of this sover­
eignty Bataille finds in ritual sacrifice, which he carefully ana­
lyzes using ethnological accounts of human sacrifice among the 
Aztecs: "The sacrifice immolates what it consecrates. It does 
not need to destroy the way fire does; only the bond that ties 
the sacrificial gift to the world of useful activity is cut off. But 
this separation has the signitlcance of a decisively final con­
sumption; the consecrated sacrificial gift cannot be given back 
to the real order. This principle opens the way for the release 
from bondage; it sets violence free by liberating a domain for 
it in which it can rule undividedly.":l~ The meaning of sacrifice, 
as of all religion, reveals that the ritual core of the sacred is 
not primordial, but is already a reaction to the loss of an 
originally intimate unity of human beings with nature. We can 
infer this only if we recall what first became of the universe of 
innocent things through the labor of human hands, which is 
to say, with the first act of purposive objectification. Bataille's 
version of the expulsion from paradise reads as follows: "By 
the introduction of labor, intimacy, the depth of desire, and its 
free unleashing were replaced from the start by rational con­
catenation, in which the truth of the moment is no longer of 
import, but only the end result of any set of operations - in 
short, the first labor establishes the world of objects .... Since 
the foundation of the world of objects, the human being him­
self becomes one among the objects of this world, at least for 
the period during which one labors. Human beings of all ages 
have sought to escape this fate. In his unique myths and cruel 
rites, the human being is after his lost intimacy .... It is always 
a matter of tearing something away from the real order, from 
the poverty of objects, and of returning something to the divine 
order. ":H Just as religion already stands under the curse of 
labor, and only restores the destroyed order of things and 
makes possible a wordless communication with it for brief mo-
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mcnts of ritual renunciation of the self, so, too, is pure sover­
eignty to be won back only in moments of ecstasy. 

What became effective as sovereign violence in history, what 
first gained a lasting shape in the sacred power of the priests, 
then in the military power of the nobility, and finally in the 
absolutist power of the monarch and his court (already based 
on the apparatus of government) is a derivative of sovereignty 
made impure by its connection with profane power. All histor­
ical forms of sovereignty can be recognized from their differ­
entiating power to ground distinctions of rank. The social rank 
of the ruler and of those who participate in domination is a 
mixed phenomenon in which we can see both aspects: its origin 
out of a sphere beyond labor and objects, as well as the re­
pressive and exploitative function of domination within the 
system of social labor. The world-historical changes in the ap­
pearances of sovereignty do exhibit a tendency toward a de­
differentiation of distinctions of rank: "In archaic society, rank 
is tied to the consecrated presence of a subject whose sover­
eignty docs not depend upon objects but integrates things into 
its movement. In bourgeois society, it still depends on owner­
ship of objects that are neither sacral nor sovereign."34 Now 
this docs not mean that sovereignty has completely disappeared 
from the bourgeois world. The circumstances that private dis­
position over the means of production not only splits the society 
objectively into classes, but also grounds a system of privileges 
that distributes statuses and life-opportunities differentially, 
already speaks against its utter loss. Differences of rank merely 
lose their political character; but they do not disappear as such 
because they are derived from one's position in the production 
process rather than from one's share in political authority. 

Even politicians in Western democracies retain something of 
the radiance proper to the sovereign nature in the form of 
personal prestige produced by public relations, even though 
this image is derived only from disposition over media-en­
hanced organizational power and not from charismatic quali­
ties. The democratic politician stands midway between the 
subjectivity of being as it is present in the sovereign ruler, and 
even in the fascist Fuhrer, on the one hand, and the objectivity 
of power on the other: "Only the seriousness of a communist 
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statesman enables us to recognize something that is merely a 
constantly thwarted possibility in bourgeois society: the power 
promoted by the increase in things, independently of the striv­
ing for rank for which human beings seek to squander it.":l'> 
According to the somewhat unrealistic picture of Stalinism put 
forth by Bataille in the early 1950s, in the bureaucratic social­
ism of Soviet Russia, social de-differentiation is supposed to 
have been complete; with the abolition of ranks, sovereignty is 
finally expelled root and branch from the sphere of social labor. 

In all historical forms of domination, sovereignty was always 
alloyed with power. In the Soviet regime, for the first time, a 
power purified of all associations with sovereignty emerges, so 
to speak, unmixed, and in this sense "objective," and dispenses 
with the last attributes of religion. Without any certification 
through the authenticity of charisma, this objective power is 
exclusively functional, defined by the system of social labor, in 
short, by the goal of the development of the forces of produc­
tion: "Whoever exercises supreme power in its objectivity has 
it as his end to prevent the rule of sovereignty over things; he 
has to liberate things from all particular subjugation; they 
should be subordinate to undifferentiated human beings" -
which means to the collective will of a strictly egalitarian soci­
ety.·% _9bjective power that has cast off the mantle of a disen­
chanted sovereignty is included in the universe of a completely 
reified society_--::- we could also say, a society that has congealed 
into a system .. The fictitious picture of a coagulated Soviet 
domination is.-ineant to be equivalent to the idea Engels had 
taken over from Saint-Simon: In place of the rule by men over 
men, we have the administration of things. This point is all the 
more surprising when Bataille's lament over the bourgeois ne­
gation of the brilliance, pomp, and wasteful extravagance of 
the feudal world sounds like a slick reversal of Saint-Simon's 
famous parable.:n With Bataille, of course, Saint-Simon docs 
not have the last word. 

The celebration of a militant communism that subordinates 
all human spontaneity to the sociopolitical goal of industriali­
zation and affirms a heroic materialism even in the respect 
"that the work of liberation will reduce the human being utterly 
into a thing":lH - this paradoxical twist only becomes comprc-
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hensible if one considers Bat:nlle's deprecatory judgment of 
bourgeois society's potential for a critique of civilization. Here 
the protest against the rcification of the modern world and the 
romantic transfiguration of traditional forms of sovereignty 
contradict most profoundly precisely the subversive impulse 
behind heterogeneous existences - namely the radicality pe­
culiar to the aesthetic avant-garde "of going in every direction 
to the very end of the possibilities of the \\·orld.":lq Fascism 
merely let out the secret of capitalism; the latter could erect its 
rational edifices of bondage only on the subterranean four:­
clation of the remnants of sacred and military domination. 
These concealed but functionally necessary leftovers from pre­
bourgeois so\-creignty are finally set aside by Soviet :Vfarxism's 
total assimilation of human beings to their products: "The 
perfection of things can only have a liberating aspect if old 
values associated \\'ith unproductive tasks get condemned and 
dismantled, as did Catholil· \;dues during the Reformation."411 

Bataille treats 5'talinism ~'~ f
1
Jt I< st stage in a process in which 

the two distinct spheres of a rerficd practice and of a pure 
sovereignty, cleansed in the end of all practical functions, are 
progressively separated from one another. Whether con­
sciously or not, Stalin pursues the esoteric message that Bataille 
hears in Marx's exoteric doctrine: "Inasmuch as Marx reserved 
practice to the activity of transforming material conditions [that 
is, reduced practice to labor and the structure of purposive 
rational activity], he explicitly asserted what Calvinism only 
hinted at, namely, the radical independence of things (of the 
econonl\') from other strivings (of a religious or in general of 
an affc~tive nature); however, he thu~ imjJlici;l)' af.firms ~he 
independence of the return of humanity to itself (to the depth 
and intimacy of its essential nature) from all productive activity. 
This return is, however, only possible when liberation is com­
pleted; it can begin only ,,hen :'di') l TC11·lw~ a dosure"41 -

and hence the project of a lciburiug society formed into a 
totalit v that has been set fonil iJy Marx's philosophy. 

This world-historical process. su~pcndcd between reification 
and smcreignty, which is SU!Jposed to end with a separation of 
spheres, an unmixing of homogeneous and heterogeneous ele­
ments, of labor and sacrifice, can no longer be thought dia-
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lecticallv- at anv rate, not in accord with subject-philosophy's 
model of a dialectic of enlightenment, which relies on the 
constellation of moments of reason. Sovereignty is conceived 
of as the other of reason. Bataille cannot make his construction 
of modcrnitv plausible by giving it the semblance of being 
dialectical. Above all, he must explain two things: For one, the 
world-historical process of societal rationalization; for another, 
the expectation that total reification will be overturned into 
freedom. Bataille makes it his scientific ambition to answer 
these two questions. 

IV 

From the beginning of his anthropological studies, Bataille 
repeatedly returns to the phenomenon of potlatch, the festival 
of waste at which 0Jorth American Indians heap gifts upon 
their rivals in order, by this ostentatious squandering of wealth, 
to challenge them, to humiliate them, and to place them under 
obligation.42 Actually, he is not interested in the socially inte­
grating functions of the exchange of gifts as establishing recip­
rocal obligations. He neglects this aspect in favor of the more 
prominent aspect of expenditure, of destruction, and of the 
intended loss of property which, as a gift without immediate 
reciprocation, is squandered. Potlatch is an example of unpro­
ductive consumption in tribal societies. It is undeniable, how­
ever, that the one giving by no means spends his wealth 
selflessly. By outdoing rivals, who in turn are competing with 
their gifts, he secures prestige and power and earns or stabilizes 
his social rank within the given collective. Thus, sovereign 
disdain for use-values is already overtaken at this level by the 
calculative acquisition of power. This practice bears within itself 
the contradiction between sovereignty and purposive ration­
ality: It places the "value, prestige, and truth of life in the 
negation of the utilitarian usc of goods, but at the same time 
makes a utilitarian use of this negation."13 Because precisely 
this contradiction is implanted structurally in all forms of his­
torically embodied sovereignty, Bataille would like to use it to 
explain why it is that the sovereignty that expresses itself in 
acts of waste is more and more used for the exploitation of 
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labor power and why it is that this source of true authority 
shrivels up into a "disgraceful source of profit." 

However, the fact that sovereignty and power have been 
amalgamated from the very beginning and that this amalgam 
am be employed for the purpose of appropriating surplus 
value by no means already explains why the historical tendency 
toward the expansion and reification of the profane sphere 
and toward the exclusion of the sacred has actually prevailed. 
Bataille cannot adopt a politico-economic explanation in the 
Marxist style because the latter is related to changes within the 
system of social labor - and not to the interplay of the econ­
omy with a violence that is not rooted in economic domains or 
in those of calculating reason at all, but transcends the process 
of material exchange between human beings and ex.ternal na­
ture from the very start, as the other of reason. So Bataille is 
only being consistent when he plugs into Max Weber's reli­
gious-ethical explanation of capitalism and traces this in terms 
of the history of religions back to those beginnings of the moral 
regulation of drives prior to all historical forms of sovereignty 
and exploitation. This approach can be summarized in three 
steps. 

The first idea has a biblical simplicity about it. In the process 
of hominization, the human beings that emerge out of the 
animal life-context are constituted not just in virtue of labor, 
but also by prohibitions. Humans are distinguished from ani­
mals by the fact that their vital drives are subordinated to 
constraints. Sexual shame and consciousness of mortality arise 
equiprimordially with labor. Such things as burial rites, cos­
tumes, and the incest taboo demonstrate that the most ancient 
taboos hold good for the human corpse and sexuality - the 
body as dead and as naked. If one also considers the prohibi­
tion of murder, a more general aspect comes to the fore: What 
is taboo is the violence associated with death and sexuality -
a violence also expressed in the ritual climax of the festival and 
of the religious sacrifice. The excess that issues from generation 
and the excess associated with death as suffered or as violently 
enacted are related to cultic excesses, whereby Bataille under­
stands "excess" quite literally as the transgression of those 
boundaries drawn by individuation. The most primitive norms 
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are like dams set up against the swamp of a luxuriously exu­
berant nature that assures abundance and continuity of life by 
entwining individual existences: "When we perceive in the basic 
prohibitions the denial that the individual sets in opposition to 
nature as a waste of vital energy and an orgy of annihilation, 
we can discern no difference between death and sexuality. 
Death and sexuality are only the climax of a festival celebrated 
by nature with the inexhaustible masses. Both amount to a 
boundless squandering performed by nature in contradiction 
to the deep desire of each being [as individuated] for its own 
self-preservation."'11 The sphere of labor has to be bounded by 
limits that "banish" the violence of an exuberant nature "from 
the ordinary course of affairs."4 ' 

In a second step, Bataille makes clear, however, that the nor­
mative foundations of social life remain incomprehensible if 
one interprets them only from the perspective of what they 
achieve for the preservation of the system of social labor. From 
a functionalist perspective, it cannot be explained whence pro­
hibitions draw their obligatory force. Durkheim already saw 
that the validity of norms could not be reduced in empiricist 
fashion to sanctions attached conventionally (that is, extrinsi­
cally) to the prohibitions. Rather, norms owe their binding 
force to the authority of something sacred that we approach 
with the ambivalence of terror and attraction without ever 
touching it. Bataille interprets this situation from his horizon 
of aesthetic experience in such a way that a deep ambiguity is 
constitutive for the most primitive norms: The validity claim 
of norms is founded in the experience of transgressing norms, 
which is forbidden and- precisely for this reason- enticing, 
that is to say, in the experience of sacrilege, in which the 
feelings of anxiety, loathing, and horror fuse with those of 
charm and benumbing happiness. Bataille speaks of the pro­
found intimacy between law and transgression of the law. Be­
cause the rational world of labor is bounded and established 
within the frame of prohibitions, these prohibitions themselves 
are not at all laws of reason. Instead, they open the door to 
the sacred for the profane world and draw from it the illumi­
nating force of fascination. "In the beginning, a calm opposi­
tion [of prohibitions] against the violence [of internal nature] 
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would not have sufficed to separate the two worlds. If the 
opposition did not itself have its share of violence, ... reason 
alone would not have possessed enough authority to determine 
the limits of transgression. Only unthinking fear and horror 
could offer resistance in the face of boundless unbridledness. 
That is the nature of the taboo: It makes possible a world of 
tranquillity and reason, but it is itself and in its very principle 
in the nature of a shudder that befalls not the intelligence but 
the spirit."4b Erotic experience is related to religious experience 
in that thev both link concurrence with the most primitive 
prohibitions to the ecstasy of terror overcome that follows upon 
profanation. "The inner experience of eroticism requires of 
the one undergoing it a no less great sensitivity toward the 
anxiety that establishes the prohibition than toward the desire 
that leads to its transgression. It is the religious sensitivity that 
continuously connects desire and terror, intense pleasure and 
anxiety, with one another." '7 In another passage, Bataille de­
scribes the phases of dizzying excess as loathing, then the ov­
ercoming of loathing, upon which giddiness follows.'H 

In a third step Bataille, finally reaches a critique of morality 
that forms a bridge to .Max Weber's sociology of religion. It 
cm'Crs the development of religion from archaic rites to world 
religions, from the J evvish origins of monotheism to Protestan­
tism, and interprets it as a path of ethical rationalization. Luther 
and Calvin mark a watershed in a religious evolution in which 
basic religious concepts arc moralized and, along with this, 
religious experiences are spiritualized. The holy, which ambi­
\ alcntly releases repulsion and attraction. is domesticated and 
at the same time split apart. The archangel Lucifer is cast out 
of hea\en. Opposed to he;wen's blessings stands profane evil; 
along with the diabolical part of the sacred, the erotic is 
charged to the world and condemned as a sin of the flesh. 
\\'hen all mnhiguit) is n'nunwl front the lw('v, the consciousness of 
sin takes on a purely moral character. But if neither religious 
nor sensuous excess can anv longer provide access to the sa­
cred, the normative validity of the law is dissociated from the 
experience of excess (that is, of the riskv, experimental 
transgressions of the law) from which it got its authority. v\'ithin 
the .J udeo-C:hristian tradition, an autonomous moralitv can 
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take shape only because the dialectic of prohibition and 
transgression is brought to a standstill, because the sacred no 
longer penetrates the profane world with its lightning flashes. 
Bataille's critique of morality is not aimed against morality as 
such - for this is only the outcome of a rationalization of 
religious world views that licenses access to a sacred that has 
been robbed of its complexity, spiritualized, and made un­
equivocal, individuated, and concentrated as the personal God 
in a beyond. The believer develops a merely moral conscious­
ness to the extent that he is cut off from religious and sexual 
experiences of ecstatic self-transcendence. To this degree, then, 
the rise of autonomous morality explains the tendency toward 
progressive differentiation between the realms of religion and 
of economics, of sacrifice and of labor - it explains the ex­
pansion and reification of profane spheres of life under the 
ever thinner cover of sovereign powers that arc further and 
further removed from the sources of sovereignty. Weber's in­
terpretation of the Protestant ethic can be integrated without 
strain into this perspective: "In one and the same movement, 
religion and economics are liberated from what burdens them, 
namely, religion from profane calculation and economics from 
extraeconomic constraints." 19 

Even if we were to suppose that this explanatory strategy 
might be fruitful in relation to capitalism, it is not clear how it 
could be rendered fertile for the analysis of the utterly secu­
larized enterprise of Soviet industrialization under authoritar­
ian direction. The question remains open, therefore, why the 
predicted unmixing - the radicallv exe( uted steparation of the 
spheres of a complcteh rationalized society of labor, on the 
one side, and of a sovereignty become utterly extraterritorial, 
dissociated, and inaccessible, on the other side- is supposed, 
under conditions of advanced industrial society, to change 
abruptly into a condition that once again releases the energies 
of primordial sovereignty: "Were the complete formation that 
Stalin wanted to give to the perfect human being of commu­
nism at all worthy of its name, then this person would approx­
imate, in an age in which the works of material civilization 
could not be relinquished, to that kind of sovereignty which, 
combined with voluntary respect for the sovereignty of the 
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other, characterized the primitive shepherds and hunters. Of 
course, when the latter respected the sovereignty of the other, 
they did so only as a matter of fact" 50

- whereas, it should be 
added, a liberated mankind would make the reciprocal respect 
for the sovereignty of each by all into the moral foundation of 
common life. Bataille has to explain the adventuresome up­
heav<d of Stalinism into a libertarian socialism without recourse 
to the thought-figure of an intrinsically dialectical movement 
of reason. This challenge he meets with his project of a General 

Economics. 
Economics, including political economy and its critique, has 

until nmv been pursued under the restricted viewpoint of how 
scarce resources can be effectively deployed within the energy 
cycle of the reproduction of social life. Bataille opposes to this 
particular scarcity-based viewpoint the general viewpoint of a 
cosmically expanded energy ecology. On the basis of this change 
in perspective- which he executes on analogy with the change 
from the perspective of the microeconomic actor to that of the 
macroeconomic system- the fundamental economic question 
is inYerted: The key problem is no longer the use of scarce 
resources but the unselfish expenditure of superfluous re­
sources. That is, Bataille proceeds from the biological assump­
tion that the liYing organism collects more energy than it uses 
to reproduce its life. The surplus energy is used for growth. 
\Vhen this comes to a standstill, the unabsorbed surplus of 
energy has to be spent unproductively - the energy must be 
lost without gain. This can occur in either a "glorious" or a 
"catastrophic" form. Sociocultural life also stands under the 
pressure of surplus energy. 

This surplus energy can be canalized in different ways, for 
example, into the demographic, geographic, or social expan­
sion of collectiYities, into raising production and the standard 
of living. or, in general, into the increase of complexity- here 
organic growth finds a social equivalent. More conspicuous is 
the absorption of surplus vital energies by death and procrea­
tion, by the annihilation of indiYidual existences and the be­
getting of new generations, which fall prey once again to 
annihilation. Corresponding to this luxury of nature is the 
luxury of the dominant social strata. Sovereign waste, whether 
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in the economic forms of unproductive consumption or in the 
erotic and religious forms of excess, maintains in this way a 
central place in the economics of the universe interpreted in 
terms of a cosmic Lebensphilosophie. On the other hand, the 
unleashing of productive forces and capitalist growth, of in­
dustrial growth in general, increases the surpluses that cannot 
be absorbed by productive use alone. The disciplining power 
of morality, the abhorrence of luxury, the prohibition of sov­
ereign violence, and the exclusion of the heterogeneous work 
in the same direction. When superfluous wealth is not squan­
dered in a glorious, life-enhancing, and exalting way, however, 
the catastrophic forms of squandering present themselves as 
the only alternative - imperialistic adventures, global wars, 
and in our day we can add ecological pollution and nuclear 
destruction. 

Bataille adduces speculations about equilibrium in the en­
ergy ecology of the cosmos and of the world society to support 
his expectation that total reification must turn into a resurrec­
tion of pure sovereign power. For the universe of a laboring 
society will increase the unabsorbed surpluses so immensely 
that the staging of orgies of waste and expenditures in the 
grand style will become inevitable - whether in the form of 
predictable catastrophes or precisely in the form of a libertar­
ian society that frees its wealth for sovereign waste, that is, for 
excesses, for the self-transcendence of the subject, for the un­
bounding of subjectivity in general. 

I do not need to go into the details of this metaphysical (in 
a pejorative sense) world view, which is presented in the an­
thropologically motivated form of an overcoming of the econ­
omy. But whether it is science or merely a substitute for 
metaphysics, Bataille is faced in any case with the same diffi­
culty as Nietzsche, who proceeded in terms of a scientific cri­
tique of ideology: If sovereignty and its source, the sacred, are 
related to the world of purposive-rational action in an abso­
lutely heterogeneous fashion, if the subject and reason are 
constituted only by excluding all kinds of sacred power, if the 
other of reason is more than just the irrational or the unknown 
- namely, the incormnensurable, which cannot be touched by 
reason except at the cost of an explosion of the rational subject 
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-then there is no possibilitv of a theory that reaches bevond 
the horizon of what is accessible to reason and thcmatizes, let 
alone analyzes, the interaction of reason with a transcendent 
source of power. Bataille sensed this dilemma but did not 
resolve iL He experimented with the idea of a nonobjectifying 
science and speculated about the extreme where the knowing 
su~~ject not onlv plays a part in constituting the object domain, 
not only is connected with it and communicates with it by virtue 
of prior structures, not only is implicated in it by intervening 
in it, but where he reaches his "boiling poinL" At this point, 
however, the knowing su~ject would - paradoxically - have 
to surrender his own identity and yet retrieve those experiences 
to which he was exposed in ecstasy - to catch them like fish 
from the decentered ocean of emotions. In spite of this para­
dox, Bataille stubbornly makes a claim to objectivity of knowl­
edge and impersonality of method - even f()r this science 
"from within," for the grasp of "inner experience." Thus, in 
regard to this central question, there remains an inconclusive 
to-and-fro. 

In many passages, Bataillc glides imperceptibly back into the 
wake of the dialectic of enlightenment - especially when he 
ties his philosophic and scientific concerns to the goal of gain­
ing reflective insights that can attain practical power by trans­
forming dumb passivity into self-conscious participation. Here 
again he gets into the paradoxes of a totalized, self-referential 
critique: "\Ve cannot penetrate to the ultimate object of knowl­
edge without dissolving the sort of knowledge that reduces 
people to subordinate and useful things .... No one can know 
and at the same time preserve himself from annihilation."5 t 

At the end of his life, Bataille appears to have wanted to use 
the possibility opened to him by his double life as a writer and 
theoretician to withdraw from philosophy and science. Eroti­
cism led him to the insight that knowledge of what is essential 
is reserved for mystical experience, for silence with eyes closed. 
Discursive knowledge remains hopelessly caught in the circle 
of linguistic sequences: "Language assembles the totality of 
what has meaning for us, but fragments it at the same time .... 
Our attention remains directed toward that whole which slips 
awav from us in a series of statements, but we cannot reach 
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the point at which the Hashes of successive statements yield to 
the grand illumination."~~ 

The erotic writer can still usc language in a poetic way, such 
that the reader, assaulted by obscenity, gripped by the shock 
of the unexpected and unimaginable. is jolted into the ambiv­
alence of loathing and pleasure. But philosophy cannot in the 
same way break out of the universe of language: "It deploys 
language in such a f~1shion that silence never follows. So that 
the supreme moment necessarily transcends the philosophical 
problematic.">:l With this statement, however, Bataille under­
cuts his own efforts to carry out the radical critique of reason 
with the tools of theory. 



IX 
The Critique of Reason as 
an Unmasking of the Human 
Sciences: Michel Foucault 

I 

Foucault does not stand to Bataille, as Derrida does to Heideg­
ger, in a relationship of disciple and successor. Even the exter­
nal bond of a discipline within whose tradition both grew up 
together is lacking. Bataille took up ethnology and sociology 
without ever holding an academic post; Foucault was until his 
recent death Professor of the History of Systems of Thought 
at the College de France. Yet Foucault still calls Bataille one of 
his mentors. He is fascinated by Bataille as someone who stems 
the tide against the denaturing flood of enlightened discourse 
about sexuality and who wants to give back to both sexual and 
religious ecstasy their proper, specifically erotic meaning. But, 
above all, Foucault admires Bataille as someone who ranges 
texts in fiction and analysis, novels and reflection, alongside 
one another; someone who enriches the language with gestures 
of waste and excess and transgression of limits, in order to 
break out of the language of triumphant subjectivity. To a 
question about his mentors, Foucault gave the instructive re­
sponse: "For a long time I was dominated by a badly resolved 
conflict betvveen a passion for Blanchot and Bataille on the one 
hand, and an interest in certain positive studies like those of 
Dumezil and Levi-Strauss on the other. But actually, both these 
directions, whose single common denominator is perhaps the 
religious problem, have contributed in the same fashion toward 
leading me to the idea of the disappearance of the subject."

1 

j 
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Like many of his contemporaries, Foucault was also taken with 
the structuralist revolution; it turned him, as it did Derrida, 
into a critic of the phenomenological-anthropological thought 
prevalent from Kojeve till Sartre; and it was what first deter­
mined him in his choice of methods. He understood this "neg­
ative discourse about the subject" introduced by Levi-Strauss 
to be at the same time a critique of modernity. But Nietzsche's 
motif of a critique of reason reached Foucault not via Heidcg­
ger, but through Bataille. Finally, he worked out these impulses 
not as a philosopher but as a student of Bachelard, and indeed 
as a historian of science who, in contrast to what is usual in 
that specialty, was more interested in the human sciences than 
in the natural sciences. 

These three lines of tradition indicated by the names of Levi­
Strauss, Bataille, and Bachelard arc joined together in the first 
book that made Foucault known outside the narrower circle of 
his fellow specialists. Madness and Civilization (1961) is a study 
of the prehistory and early history of psychiatry. The model 
of structuralist ethnology is noticeable in the means of analyz­
ing discourse and in the methodical distantiation from one's 
own culture. The subtitle already lays claim to a critique of 
reason: Thr History of Madness in thr Age of Reason. Foucault 
wants to show how the phenomenon of madness has been 
constituted as a mental illness since the end of the eighteenth 
century. With this goal in mind, he reconstructs the history of 
the rise of the discourse in which psychiatrists of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries talk about madness. What makes this 
book more than a wide-ranging study of cultural history by a 
historian of science is a philosophical interest in madness as a 
phenomenon complementary to reason. A reason that has be­
come monological holds madness at arm's length from itself so 
as safely to gain mastery of it as an object cleansed of rational 
subjectivity. Making madness clinical, which first renders men­
tal illness a medical phenomenon, is analyzed by Foucault as 
an example of those processes of exclusion, proscription, and 
outlawing in whose traces Bataille had read the history of 
Western rationality. 

In Foucault's hands, the history of science is enlarged into a 
history of reason because it studies the constituting of madness 
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as a reHex image of the constituting of reason. Foucault de­
clares programmatically that he wants "to write the history of 
the boundaries ... by which a culture reprobates something 
that lies outside it."~ He classifies insanity among those limit 
experiences in which \\'estern logos sees itself, with extreme 
ambivalence, faced with something heterogeneous. Boundary­
transgressing experiences include contact with and even im­
mersion in the Oriental world (Schopcnhauer); rediscovery of 
the tragic clement and of the archaic in general C~ietzsche); 
penetration of the dream sphere (Freud) and of archaic pro­
hibitions (Bataille); even the exoticism nourished by anthro­
pological reports. Foucault omits Romanticism from this list, 
aside from one mention of H<)lderlin. 1 

And yet in A1adness and Civilization a Romantic motif comes 
through that Foucault will later give up. Just as Bataille dis­
covers in the paradigmatic experience or ecstatic sclf-unbound­
ing and orgiastic self-dissolution the eruption of heterogeneous 
forces into the homogeneous world of an everyday life that 
has been compulsively normalized, so Foucault suspects that 
behind the psychiatricallv engendered phenomenon of mental 
illness, and indeed behind the various masks of madness at 
that time, there is something authentic whose scaled mouth 
need only be opened up: "One would have to bend an attentive 
car to the whispers of the world and try to perceive the many 
images that have never been set down in poetry and the manv 
fantasies that have never reached the colors proper to the 
waking state." 1 

Foucault recognizes immediately the paradoxicalness of the 
task of catching the truth of madness ''as it bubbles up long 
before it gets apprehended bv erudition," for "the act of per­
ception that tries to apprehend these words in their unfettered 
slate necessarilv belongs to a world that already has it in its 
grip." Nonetheless, the author still has in mind an analysis of 
discourse that, in the manner of depth hermeneutics, probes 
its way back to the original point of the initial branching off 
of madness hom reason in order to decipher what is unspoken 
in what is said.-, This intention points in the direction of a 
negative dialectics that tries to break out oft he enchanted circle 
of idcmifving thought by means of such thought itself, that 

I 
I 
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pursues the history of the rise of instrumental reason back to 
the point of the primordial usurpation and of the split of a 
monadically hardening reason from mimesis, and then circles 
round this point, even if only in an aporetic fashion. But then 
Foucault would have to clamber about archeologically among 
the debris of an objective reason that had been destroyed, from 
the mute testimony of which we might still retrospectively 
shape the perspective of a (long since revoked) hope for rec­
onciliation. But this is Adorno's approach, not Foucault's. 

One who desires to unmask nothing but the naked image of 
su~ject-centered reason cannot abandon himself to the dreams 
that befall this reason in its "anthropological slumber." Three 
years later, in the foreword to The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault 
calls himself to order. In the future, he will abstain from deal­
ing with texts through commentary and give up all hermeneu­
tics, no matter how deeply it may penetrate below the surface 
of the text. He no longer seeks madness itself behind discourse 
about madness, or the mute contact of body with eyes, which 
seemed to precede any discourse, behind the archeology of the 
medical gaze. Unlike Bataille, he rejects any evocative access to 
the excluded and outlawed - heterogeneous elements no 
longer promise anything. A hermeneutics of unveiling always 
still connects a promise with its critique; a chastened archeology 
should be rid of that: "Is it not possible to make a structural 
analysis of discourses that would evade the fate of commentary 
by supposing no remainder, nothing but the fact of its historical 
appearance? The facts of discourse would then have to be 
treated not as autonomous nuclei of multiple significations, but 
as events and functional segments gradually coming together 
to form a svstem. -l'he meaning of a statement would be defined 
not bv the treasure of intentions that it might contain, revealing 
and concealing at the same time, but by the difference that 
articulates it upon other real or possible statements, which arc 
contemporary to it or to which it is opposed in a linear series 
of time. A systematic history of discourses would then become 
possible."" There is already a suggestion here of a conception 
of historical writing that Foucault, under the inHuence of 
:\"ietzsche, from the late 1960s set over against the human 
sciences- which are integrated into the history of reason and 
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hence degraded- as a kind of antiscience. In the light of this 
conception, Foucault would assess his earlier work on madness 
(and the rise of clinical psychology) as well as on sickness (and 
the development of clinical medicine) as in part "blind at­
tempts." Before getting into this, I want to point out some 
themes that establish a continuity in subject matter between 

the earlier and the later works. 

II 

In iVladness and Civilization, Foucault already investigates the 
peculiar connection between discourses and practices. It is not 
a matter of the familiar attempt to explain the internally re­
constructed evolution of science from conditions external to 
science. In place of the internal perspective of a problem­
oriented theory of science, we find from the very beginning a 
structural description of selected conspicuous discourses which 
starts out in the gaps that are covered over by the approach of 
historians of ideas and problems; it is in such gaps that a new 
paradigm begins to establish itself in opposition to an old one. 
Moreover, the discourses of scientists are related to other dis­
courses - those of philosophers and those of academically 
trained professionals such as physicians, judges, administrative 
officials, theologians, and educators. Of course, the human 
sciences, which form the stubbornly maintained reference 
point of Foucault's studies, do not only stand in the context of 
other discourses; far more important for the history of their 
emergence are the mute practices into which they are admitted. 
By the latter, Foucault understands the institutionally fixed and 
often even architecturally embodied or ritually sedimented reg­
ulations of modes of action and customs. Foucault builds into 
the concept of "practice" the moment of coercive, asymmetric 
influence over the freedom of movement of other participants 
in interaction. Legal judgments, police measures, pedagogical 
instructions, internment, discipline, checks and controls, forms 
of corporal and intellectual drill are examples of the intrusion 
of socializing, organizing forces into the quasi-natural substrate 
of bodily creatures. Foucault allows himself an altogether un­
sociological concept of the social. From the outset, he is inter-
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ested in the human sciences as media that in modernity 
strengthen and promote the mysterious process of this social­
ization, that is, the investment with power of concrete, bodily 
mediated interactions. There is some unclarity, to begin with, 
regarding the problem of how discourses- scientific and non­
scientific - are related to practices: whether one governs the 
other, whether their relationship is to be conceived as that of 
base to superstructure, or on the model of a circular causality, 
or as an interplay of structure and event. 

Foucault also retained to the end the epochal divisions that 
articulate the history of madness. Against the background of a 
diffuse and not very clearly portrayed high middle ages, which 
in turn point toward the origins of Greek logos,' the contours 
of the Renaissance stand out more clearly. The latter, in turn, 
serves as a foil for the Classical age (from the middle of the 
seventeenth until the end of the eighteenth century), portrayed 
lucidly and with sympathy. Thus, the end of the eighteenth 
century marks the peripeteia in the drama of the history of 
reason. It is the threshold of modernity shaped by Kantian 
philosophy and the new human sciences. Foucault bestows on 
these epochs, whose conventional names are clue more to shifts 
in cultural and social history, a deeper meaning in accord with 
the changing constellations of reason and madness. He ascribes 
to the sixteenth century a certain self-critical restlessness and 
openness in dealing with the phenomenon of insanity. Reason 
still has an osmotic porosity - madness is still linked with the 
tragic and the prophetic and is a place of apocryphal truths; it 
has the function of a mirror that ironically unmasks the weak­
nesses of reason. To be disposed toward illusions pertains to 
the character of reason itself. During the Renaissance, all rev­
ersibility has not yet been expunged from the relation of reason 
to its other. Against this background, two processes take on 
the significance of watershed events in the history of reason: 
the great rash of confinements around the middle of the sev­
enteenth century, when, for example, within a few months 
during the year 1656 every hundredth inhabitant of Paris was 
arrested and put into an institution; and then, at the dose of 
the eighteenth century, the transformation of these places of 
incarceration and asylums into closed institutions with super-
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vision bv doctors for mcdicallv diagnosed mental illness- that 
is, the birth of the kind of psychiatric establishments that still 
exist today (and the dismantling of which is promoted by the 

antipsychiatrv movement). 
These two events (first, the involuntary confinement of the 

mad, the criminal, those without housing, libertines, the poor, 
and the eccentric of cverv kind, and later on, the erection of 
clinics for the treatment of mentally ill patients) signal two 
types of practices. Both sene to delimit heterogeneous ele­
ments out of that gradually stabilized monologue that the sub­
ject, raised in the end to the status of universal human reason, 
holds with itself through making everything around it into an 
object. As in later studies, the comparison of the Classical age 
with the modern age is central. Both types of exclusionary 
practices agree in forcing a separation and in rigorously erasing 
from the picture of madness those traits that are similar to 

reason. It is just that the indiscriminate confinement of every 
deviant only means a spatial segmentation of the wild and the 
fantastic, which arc left to themselves; it does not yet mean a 
domesticating confrontation with a chaos that gives rise to 
anxiety and that has to be integrated into the order of nature 
and of humanity as suffering and pathology: "What the clas­
sical period had confined was not only an abstract unreason 
which mingled madmen and libertines, invalids, and criminals, 
but also an enormous reservoir of the fantastic, a dormant 
world of monsters supposedly engulfed in the darkness of 
Hieronymus Bosch v\'hich had spewed them forth."H Only in 
the late eighteenth century does the fear of a madness that 
could force its way outside through the cracks in the asylums 
grow, along with a compassion for those with nervous disorders 
and a feeling of guilt for associating them with dirty criminals 
and abandoning them to their fate. The clinical cleansing of 
as.ylums henceforth reserved for the sick goes hand in hand 
w1th the scientific objectification of insanity and the psychiatric 
treatment of the insane. This means at once a humanizing of 
suffering and a naturalizing of illness_'! 

Here we touch on a further theme that Foucault will pursue 
with ever greater intensity: the constitutive connection between 
the human sciences and the practices of supervisory isolation. 
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The birth of the psychiatric institution and of the clinic in 
general is exemplary for a form of disciplining that Foucault 
will describe later on purely and simply as the modern tech­
nology of domination. The archetype of the closed institution, 
which Foucault initially discovers in the clinically transformed 
world of the asylum, turns up again in the forms of the factory, 
the prison, the barracks, the school, and the military academy. 
In these total institutions, which extinguish the quasi-natural 
differentiations of old European life and elevate the excep­
tional case of internment into a kind of normal form of "'board­
ing," Foucault perceives the monuments to victory of a 
regulatory reason that no longer subjugates only madness, but 
also the needs and desires of the individual organism as well 
as the social body of an entire population. 

A gaze that objectifies and examines, that takes things apart 
analytically, that monitors and penetrates everything, gains a 
power that is structurally formative for these institutions. It is 
the gaze of the rational subject who has lost all merely intuitive 
bonds with his environment and torn down all the bridges built 
up of intersubjectivc agreement, and for whom in his mono­
logical isolation, other subjects are only accessible as the objects 
of nonparticipant observation. This gaze is, as it were, archi­
tecturally congealed in the Panopticon sketched out by 
Bentham. 10 

The same structure is to be found at the cradle of the human 
sciences. It is no accident that these sciences, especially clinical 
psychology, but also pedagogy, sociology, political science, and 
cultural anthropology, can, as it were, frictionlessly intermesh 
in the overall technology of power that finds its architectural 
expression in the closed institution. They are translated into 
therapies and social techniques, and so form the most effective 
medium of the new, disciplinary violence that dominates mod­
ernity. They owe this to the fact that the penetrating gaze of 
the human scientist can occupy that centralized space of the 
panopticon from which one can look without being seen. In 
his study on the birth of the clinic, Foucault already conceived 
of the gaze of the anatomist, trained on the human corpse, as 
the '"concrete a priori" of the sciences of man. In his history of 
madness, he already sensed the primordial affinity between the 
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setup of the asylum and the doctor-patient relationship. In 
both, in the organization of the supervised institution and in 
the clinical observation of the patient, there is effected a divi­
sion between seeing and being seen that links the idea of the 
clinic with the idea of the science of man. It is an idea that 
attains dominance at the same time as subject-centered reason: 
that killing off dialogical relationships transforms subjects, who 
are monologically turned in upon themselves, into objects for 

one another, and only objects. 
Using the example of the reform movements that gave rise 

to psychiatric institutions and dinical psychology, Foucault 
works out the internal kinship between humanism and terror 
that endows his critique of modernity with its sharpness and 
mercilessness. In connection with the birth of the psychiatric 
institute from humanitarian ideas of the Enlightenment, Fou­
cault demonstrates for the first time that "double movement 
of liberation and enslavement" which he later recognizes along 
a broad front in the reforms of the penal system, the educa­
tional system, the health establishment, social welfare, and so 
forth. The freeing of the insane from the neglect of their places 
of confinement on humanitarian grounds, the creation of hy­
gienic clinics under medical direction, the psychiatric treatment 
of the mentally ill, the right won by the latter to psychological 
understanding and therapeutic care - this was all made pos­
sible through an institutional ordinance preparing the patient 
to be an object of continuous supervision, manipulation, iso­
lation, and regulation, and especially the object of medical 
research. The practices institutionally stabilized in the internal 
organization of life within these establishments are the basis 
for a knowledge of madness that first endows it with the ob­
jectivity of a fully conceptualized pathology and thus integrates 
it into the universe of reason. Psychiatric knowledge means an 
ambiguous librration, in the sense of emancipation and elimina­
tion, not only for the patient, but also for the doctor, the 
practicing positivist: "The knowledge of madness presupposed 
on the part of those who possess it a specific way of ridding 
themselves of madness, of freeing themselves from the start 
from its dangers and its magic. ... Originally this meant the 
fixation of a certain way of not being mad." 11 
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I will not deal with these four themes in any detail. Instead, 
I will take up the question of whether Foucault succeeds in 
bringing off a radical critique of reason in the form of a his­
toriography of the human sciences, which starts as archeology 
and is expanded into genealogy, without getting caught in the 
aporias of this self-referential undertaking. The methodologi­
cal problem of how a history of the constellations of reason 
and madness can be written at all, if the labor of the historian 
must in turn move about within the horizon of reason, re­
mained just as unexplained in the early works as that of the 
relationship between discourses and practices. In the prefaces 
to his studies published at the start of the 1960s, Foucault poses 
himself this question without answering it; however, when he 
delivers his inaugurallectu,re at the College de France in 1970, 
it seems to have been solved in the meantime. Drawing a 
boundary between reason and madness turns up again here as 
one of the three mechanisms of exclusion in virtue of which 
rational speech is constituted. The elimination of madness 
stands midway between the more conspicuous operations of 
keeping refractory speakers away from discourse, suppressing 
unpleasant themes, censoring certain expressions, and so on, 
on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the altogether in­
conspicuous operation of distinguishing within the interaction 
of discourse between valid and invalid statements. Foucault 
concedes that at first glance it is implausible to conceive the 
rules for the elimination of false statements on the model of 
the delimitation of madness and the proscription of the het­
erogeneous: "How could one reasonably compare the con­
straints of the truth with those other divisions, arbitrary in 
origin if not developing out of historical contingency, in a state 
of continual flux, supported by a system of institutions impos­
ing them and manipulating them, acting not without con­
straint, nor without an element, at least, of violence?" 12 

Naturally, Foucault does not allow himself to be influenced 
by the ostensible lack of coercion of the cogent argument by 
which truth claims, and validity claims in general, prevail. The 
appearance of nonviolence on the part of the better argument 
disappears as soon as one "considers it at a different level," by 
assuming the attitude of the archeologist who directs his gaze 

/' 
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at the buried foundations of meaning, at the infrastructures to 
be painstakingly excavated, which indeed first establish what is 
going to be considered true and false inside any discourse. 
Truth is an insidious mechanism of exclusion, because it only 
functions on condition that the will to truth prevalent within it 
remains hidden: "As though the will to truth were masked by 
truth itself and its necessary unfolding .... True discourse, lib­
erated by the nature of its form from desire and jJOwer, is in­
capable of recognizing the will to truth that pervades it; and the 
will to truth, having imposed upon us for so long, is such that 
the truth it seeks to reveal cannot fail to mask it."J:l 

The criteria of validity according to which what is true gets 
discriminated from what is false within a discourse abide in a 
unique transparency and appearance of having no origin what­
soe\·er- validity has to strip away every element of the sheerly 
genetic, even its derivation from the basic rules constitutive of 
the discourse, which the archeologist lays bare. So little can the 
structures that make truth possible themselves be true or false 
that one can only inquire about the function of the will that 
attains expression in them, and about the genealogy of this will 
from some network of the practices of power. From the early 
1970s, Foucault distinguished the archeology of knowledge 
that uncovers the truth-constitutive rules of exclusion in anv 
discourse from the genealogical investigation of the pertinei{t 
practices. Genealogy studies how discourses are formed and 
wlw they emerge and disappear again, by tracing the histori­
callv variable conditions of validity right to their institutional 
roots. Whereas archeology follows the style of erudite inge­
nuity, genealogy cherishes a ''felicitous positivism." 11 However, 
if archeology could proceed in learned fashion and genealogy 
in the mode of innocent positivism, then the methodological 
paradox of a science that writes the history of the human 
sciences with the goal of a radical critique of.reason would be 
soh·ecl. 

III 

Foucault owes the concept of an erudite-positivistic historiog­
raphY in the appearance of an antisciencc to his reception of 
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Nietzsche, which is set down in the introduction to The Arche­
ology of Knowledge ( 1969) and in the essay "Nietzsche, Geneal­
ogy, History" ( 1971 ). Philosophically considered, this concept 
seems to offer a promising alternative to the kind of critique 
of reason that had assumed the form of a temporalized Ur­
sprungsphilosophie in Heidegger and Derrida. Now, of course, 
the entire weight of the problematic rests on the basic concept 
of power that lends both the archeological prospecting and the 
genealogical disclosures their dimension of being a critique of 
modernity. Nietzsche's authority, from which this utterly un­
sociological concept of power is borrowed, is not enough to 
justify its systematic usage. The political context of Foucault's 
reception of Nietzsche - disappointment with the failure of 
the 1968 revolt - makes the concept of a historiography of 
the human sciences as a critique of reason biographically in­
telligible; but even this cannot ground the specific use of the 
concept of power with which he loads his paradoxical under­
taking. The turn to a theory of power must, rather, be under­
stood as an internally motivated attack on problems with which 
Foucault saw himself confronted after he had carried out his 
unmasking of the human sciences in The Order of Things using 
only the tools of discourse analysis. But let us first look at 
Foucault's appropriation of the concept of "genealogy." 

Genealogical historiography can only take over the role of a 
critique of reason qua antiscience if it escapes from the horizon 
ofjust those historically oriented sciences of men whose hollow 
humanism Foucault wants to unmask in his theory of power. 
The nevv history has to negate all those presuppositions that 
have been constitutiYe for the historical consciousness of mod­
ernity and for philosophy of history and the historical Enlight­
enment since the end of the eighteenth century. This explains 
why Nietzsche's "Second untimely 1\leditation" is a mine for 
Foucault. For, with a similar purpose in mind, Nietzsche had 
subjected the historicism of his time to a relentless attack. 

Foucault wants (a) to leave behind modernity's prrsentist conscious­
ness of time. He wants to break with the privileging of a present 
which is singled out under the pressure of the problems of 
facing the future responsibly, and to which the past is narciss­
istically related. Foucault ~ettlcs accounts with the presentism 
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of the kind of historiography that does not get beyond its 
hermeneutical initial situation and permits itself to be enlisted 
for the stabilizing assurance of an identity long since shattered. 
Consequently, genealogy is not supposed to search for an ori­
gin, but to uncover the contingent beginnings of discourse for­
mations, to analyze the multiplicity of factual histories of 
derivation, and to dissolve the illusion of identity, especially 
the putative identity of the history-writing subject himself and 
of his contemporaries: "Where the soul pretends unification 
or the self fabricates a coherent identity, the genealogist sets 
out to study the beginning .... The analysis of descent permits 
the dissociation of self, its recognition and displacement as an 
empty synthesis, in liberating a profusion of lost events."

15 

There results from this (b) the methodological consequence 
of a parting with hermeneutics. The new history makes use not 
of Verstehen but of the destruction and dismantling of that 
context of effective history which putatively links the historian 
with his object and with which he enters into communication 
only to find himself in it: "History must be detached from the 
image ... through which it found its anthropological justifi­
cation: that of an age-old collective consciousness that made 
use of material documents to refresh its memory." 16 Herme­
neutical effort is aimed at the appropriation of meaning; in 
each document, it hunts out a voice reduced to silence that 
should be roused into life again. This idea of a document preg­
nant with meaning has to be called into question just as radi­
cally as the business of interpretation itself. The "commentary" 
and its cognate fictions of the "work" and of the "author" as 
the originator of texts, as well as the tracing back of secondary 
to primary texts and in general the production of causal chains 
in intellectual history, are all instruments of an impermissible 
reduction of complexity; they are procedures for damming up 
the spontaneous upsurge of discourses which the later inter­
preter just wants to tailor to his own size and accommodate to 
his own provincial horizon of understanding. In contrast, the 
archeologist is going to change talkative documents into mute 
monwnents, objects that have to be freed from their own context 
in order to become accessible to a structuralist description. The 
genealogist approaches the archeologically excavated monu-

J 

251 
An Cnmasking of the Human Sciences: Foucault 

ments from outside, in order to explain their derivation from 
the contingent ups and downs of battles, victories, and defeats. 
Only the historian who sovereignly disdains whatever discloses 
itself to the interpretation of meaning can undermine the foun­
dational function of the knowing subject. He sees through, as 
sheer deceit, "the guarantee that everything that has eluded 
him may be restored to him; ... the promise that one day the 
subject - in the form of historical consciousness - will once 
again be able to appropriate, to bring back under his sway, all 
those things that are kept at a distance by difference." 17 

The basic concepts of the philosophy of the subject dominate 
not only the type of access to the object domain, but also history 
itself. Hence, Foucault wants above all (c) to put an end to global 
historiography that covertly conceives of history as a macrocons­
ciousness. History in the singular has to be dissolved, not in­
deed into a manifold of narrative histories, but into a plurality 
of irregularly emerging and disappearing islands of discourse. 
The critical historian will first dissolve false continuities and pay 
attention to ruptures, thresholds, and changes in direction. He 
does not produce teleological contexts; he is not interested in 
the large causal chains; he does not count on syntheses and 
rejects out of hand principles of articulation such as progress 
and evolution; he does not divide history into epochs: "The 
project of a total history is one that seeks to constitute the 
overall form of a civilization, the principle - material or spir­
itual- of society, the significance common to all the phenomena 
of a period, the law that accounts for their cohesion - what is 
metaphorically the 'face' of a period." 1H Instead of this, Fou­
cault borrows from the "serial history" of the Annales school 
the programmatically deployed notions of a structuralist pro­
cedure that deals with a plurality of noncontemporaneous his­
tories of systems and that shapes their analytic unities in terms 
of indicators remote from consciousness, that renounces in 
many cases the conceptual tools issued from the synthetic per­
formances of a supposed consciousness, in other words, that 
abstains from the formation of totalities. 19 Thus also excluded 
is the idea of reconciliation, a legacy of the philosophy of 
history on which the critique of modernity stemming from 
Hegel still uninhibitedly nourished itself. The kind of history 
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"whose function is to compose the hnally reduced diversity of 
time into a totality fully closed upon itself; a history that always 
... attributes a form of reconciliation to all the displacements 
of the past; a history whose perspective on all that precedes it 
implies the end of timc,"~ 11 receives a harsh denunciation. 

From this destruction of a historiography that remains cap­
tive to anthropological thinking and basic humanistic convic­
tions, there emerges the outline of a transcendmtal historicism at 
once inherited from and going beyond Nietzsche's critique of 
historicism. Foucault's radical historiography remains "tran­
scendental" in a weak sense inasmuch as it understands the 
objects of the historical-hermeneutical interpretation of mean­
ing as constituted - as objectivations of underlying discourse 
practices that arc to be grasped by structuralist methods. The 
old history concerned itself with totalities of meaning that it 
made accessible from the internal perspectives of the partici­
pants. From this viewpoint, what constitutes such a world of 
discourse never comes into view. Only an archeology that 
unearths a discursive practice down to its very roots sees what 
looks from the inside to be a totality from the outside, as 
something particular that could also be otherwise. Whereas 
participants understand themselves as subjects who relate to 
objects in general in accord with universal criteria of validity, 
without ever being able to transcend the perspicuous horizon 
of their world, the archeologist approaching from outside 
brackets this self-understanding. By going back to the rules 
constitutive of discourses, he ascertains the limits of any given 
universe of discourse; its form is bounded by the kinds of ele­
ments that it unconsciously excludes as heterogeneous - and 
to this degree, the rules constitutive of discourses also function 
as a mechanism of exclusion. What is defined as out of bounds 
for any given discourse first makes possible the specific subject­
object relations that arc, however, viewed from '.Vithin the dis­
course as universally valid, without any alternatives. In this 
:espect, Foucault takes up the heritage of Bataille's heterology 
m his archeology of knowledge. What differentiates him from 
Bataille is the merciless historicism before which even the pre­
discursive reference point of sovereignty dissolves. As little as 
the term "madness" (from the Renaissance down to positivistic 
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psychiatry in the nineteenth century) indicates an authentic 
experiential potential this side of all the discourses about mad­
men, just as little does the other of reason, what is excluded as 
heterogeneous, retain the role of a prediscursive referent that 
could point to the coming arrival of a lost origin. 21 

Instead, the space of history is scamlessly filled by the abso­
lutely contingent occurrence of the disordered flaring up and 
passing away of new formations of discourse. No place is left 
for any mwrarching meaning in this chaotic multitude of past 
totalities of discourse. The transcendental historicist looks as if 
into a kaleidoscope: "This kaleidoscope hardly reminds one of 
successive forms of a dialectical development; it is not ex­
plained by a progression of consciousness, nor yet by its de­
scent, nor by the struggle between two principles: desire and 
repression - each flourish owes its bizarre shape to the space 
left it by the adjacent practices."22 

' C nder the stoic gaze of the archeologist, history hardens into 
a;} iceberg covered with the crystalline forms of arbitrary for­
mations of discourses. But since the autonomy proper to a 
totality without origin accrues to every single one of these 
formations, the only job left for the historian is that of the 
genealogist who explains the accidental provenance of these 
bizarre shapes from the hollow forms of bordering formations, 
that is, from the proximate circumstances. Under the cynical 
gaze of the genealogist, the iceberg begins to move: Discourse 
formations are displaced and regrouped, they undulate back 
and forth. The genealogist explains this to-and-fro movement v, 

with the help of countless events and a single hypothesis- the' 
only thing that lasts is power, which appears with ever new 
masks in the change of anonymous processes of overpowering: 
"~n 'event,' consequently, is not a decision, a treaty, a reign, 
or a battle, but the reversal of a relationship of forces, the 
usurpation of power, the appropriation of a vocabulary turned 
against those who had once used it, a feeble domination that 
poisons itself as it grows lax, the entry of a masked other."23 

What the synthetic power of transcendental consciousness was 
hitherto supposed to accomplish for the one and general uni­
verse of the objects of possible experience - this synthesis -
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is now degraded into the subjectless will of a power effective 
in the contingent and disordered to-and-fro of discursive 
formations. 

IV 

Just as "life" was once elevated by Bergson, Dilthey, and Sim­
mel to the basic transcendental concept of a philosophy (which 
still formed the background to Heidegger's analytics of Da­
sein), so Foucault now raises "power" to a basic transcendental­
historicist concept of historiography as critique of reason. This 
characteristic is by no means trivial, and certainly not to be 
grounded on Nietzsche's authority alone. Using the concept of 
the history of Being as a contrasting background, I want first 
to study the role assumed by this vexing basic concept in Fou­
cault's critique of reason. 

Heidegger and Derrida want to advance Nietzsche's program 
of a critique of reason by way of a destruction of metaphysics; 
Foucault wants to do so by way of a destruction of historiog­
raphy. Whereas the former surpass philosophy through an 
exorcising, evocative thinking beyond philosophy, Foucault 
oversteps the human sciences through a historiography that 
appears as an antiscience. Both sides neutralize the straight­
forwardly raised validity claims of the types of philosophical 
and scientific discourses they study by referring either to an 
epochal understanding of Being or to the formation rules for 
a given discourse. It is these that are supposed to first make 
possible the meaning of entities and the validity of statements 
within the horizon of a given world or of an established dis­
course. Both also agree that world horizons or discourse for­
mations undergo change; but in these changes they maintain 
their transcendental power over whatever unfolds within the 
totalities shaped by them. This excludes a dialectical or circular 
feedback effect of either the ontic occurrence or the referents 
upon the history of the conditions of their possibility -
whether these conditions are construed ontologically or in 
terms of discourse formation. The history of the transcenden­
tals and the change in world-disclosing horizons require con­
cepts different from those appropriate for the ontic and 
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historical dimensions. It is at this point that there is a parting 
of the ways. 

Heidegger radicalizes the figures of thought of Ursprungs­
philosophie, in which he preserves a vestige of confidence. He 
transfers the epistemic authority proper to the validity of truth 
to the process of the formation and transformation of world­
disclosing horizons. The conditions making truth possible can 
themselves be neither true nor false, and yet a paravalidity is 
ascribed to the process of their changing; this is supposed to 
be conceived on the model of the validity of truth, as a height­
ened, historicized form of truth. Viewed in the light of day, 
Heidegger is proposing a curious alloy with his concept of the 
history of Being as a truth-occurrence. The authority of the 
history of Being is due to a fusion of meaning between validity 
claims free of coercion and imperious claims to power. This 
fusion lends to the subversive force of the insightful the im­
perative force of an illumination compelling one to one's knees. 
With a tiny vestige of confidence in the human sciences, Fou­
cault avoids such a pseudo-religious twist by activating for his 
own purposes Bataille's heterological idea of de-limitation. He 
strips the history of discourse-constitutive rules of any author­
ity based on validity and treats the transformation of transcen­
dentally powerful discourse formations just as conventional 
historiography treats the ups and downs of political regimes. 
Whereas the archeology of knowledge (and in this it is similar 
to the destruction of the history of metaphysics) reconstructs 
the stratum of rules constitutive of discourse, genealogy strives 
to explain "the discontinuous succession of the sign-systems 
(ungrounded in themselves) that coerce people into the se­
mantic framework of a determinate interpretation of the 
world" 24

- and indeed it explains the provenance of discourse 
formations from practices of power that are entwined with one 
another in the "risky game of overpowering." 

In his later studies, Foucault will fill out this abstract concept 
of power in a more tangible way; he will comprehend power 
as the interaction of warring parties, as the decentered network 
of bodily, face-to- face confrontations, and ultimately as the 
productive penetration and subjectivizing subjugation of a bod­
ily opponent. In our context, however, it is important to note 
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how Foucault joins these palpable meanings of power together 
with the transcendental meaning of synthetic performances 
that Kant still ascribed to a subject and that structuralism now 
understands as an anonymous occurrence, namely, as a pure, 
decentcred, rule-guided operation with the ordered elements 
of a suprasubjectively constructed system.:z> In Foucault's ge­
nealogy, "power" is initially a synonym for this purel)l slructur­
alistic activity; it takes the same place that "diffcrance" does in 
Derrida. But this power constitutive of discourse is supposed 
to be a power of transcendental generativity and of empirical 
self-assertion simultaneously. Like Heidegger, Foucault also 
undertakes a fusion of opposed meanings; but here an amal­
gam results that allows him to follow in the footsteps of Bataille 
and connect up with )Jietzsche's critique of ideology. Heidcg­
ger wanted to hold onto the validity-grounding meaning of 
transcendental world disclosure in his concept of Being as a 
temporalizcd power of origin; but at the same time he wanted 
to eliminate the idealist element of something invariant that 
points beyond everything historical, beyond everything that is 
of the nature of a mere event -an element that is also usually 
found in the concept of the transcendental. Foucault owes his 
basic transcendental-historical concepts of power not only to 
this one paradoxical operation, which brings synthetic perfor­
mances a priori back into the realm of historical events; he also 
undertakes three additional, equally paradoxical operations. 

On the one hand, Foucault has to retain for his concept of 
power- which ironically conceals itself in discourse as the will 
to truth and at the same time makes itself felt therein- the 
transcendental meaning of a condition of the possibility of 
truth. On the other hand, he not only brings to bear against 
the Idealism of the Kantian concept a temporalizing of the a 
priori- so that nc\\· discourse formations, which push out the 
old, can emerge like ec,ents- but also strips this transcendental 
power of the connotations that Hcidegger prudently leaves to 

an auratic history of Being. Foucault not only historicizcs; his 
approach is at the same time nominalist, materialist, and em­
piricist. He thinks of the transcendental practices of power as 
something particular that strives against all universals, and 
further as the lowlv corj>Orcal-sensual that undermines evcrv-
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thing intelligible, and finally as the contingent that could also 
have been otherwise because it is not governed by any regu­
lative order. In Hcidegger's later philosophy, it is not easy to 
pin down the paradoxical consequences of a fundamental con­
cept contaminated by contrary meanings, because meditation 
upon a Being from time immemorial eludes assessment on the 
basis of testable criteria. In contrast, Foucault exposes himself 
to palpable objections, because his historiography, despite its 
antiscientific tenor, seeks to proceed both "eruditely" and "pos­
itivistically." As a result, genealogical historiography can 
scarcely hide the paradoxical consequences of a basic concept 
that is similarly contaminated, as we shall sec below. There is 
all the more need to explain why Foucault resolves upon head­
ing his theory of science oriented to a critique of reason onto 
the path of a theory of power. 

From a biographical standpoint, Foucault's motives for tak­
ing up Nietzsche's theory of power could be different from 
Bataille's. Both started out on the political left, and both put 
increasingly more distance between themselves and Marxist 
orthodoxy. But only Foucault experienced sudden disappoint­
ment with a political engagement. In interviews of the early 
1970s, Foucault revealed the vehemence of his break with ear­
lier convictions. At that time, he joined the choir of disap­
pointed Maoists of 1968 and was taken by the moods to which 
one must look if one wants to explain the remarkable success 
of the New Philosophers in France.:z1; Were one to believe it 
possible to reduce his central ideas to this context, one would 
surely be underestimating Foucault's originality. At any rate, 
these external political impulses could not have set anything in 
motion at the innermost core of the theory, if the dynamism 
of the theory itself had not (long before his experiences with 
the revolt of 1968) given rise to the idea that discursive mech­
anisms of exclusion not only reflect self-sufficient structures of 
discourse, but carry out imperatives for heightening power. 
The idea arose in the problematic situation that Foucault faced 
after the conclusion of his work on the archeology of the 
human sciences. 

In The Order of Things ( 1966), Foucault investigates the mod­
ern forms of knowledge (or epistemcs) that establish for the 



258 

Lecture IX 

sciences their unsurpassable horizons of basic concepts (one 
could also say: that establish the historical a priori of the un­
derstanding of Being). In the history of modern thought, just 
as in the history of madness, the two historical thresholds of 
the transition from the Renaissance to the Classical age and 
from the Classical age to the modern age are at the center of 
interest. The internal motivations behind the transition to a 
theory of power can be understood in connection with the 
difficulties that emerged from this ingenious study itself. 

v 

The thought of the Renaissance was still guided by a cosmo­
logical world view in which things were ordered in, so to speak, 
a physiognomic way according to relations of similarity, since 
in the great Book of Nature each signature refers to other 
signatures. The rationalism of the seventeenth century imports 
a completely different order into things. The logic of Port 
Royale is structurally formative; it projects a semiotics and a 
general combinatory system. Nature is transformed for Des­
cartes, Hobbes, and Leibniz into the totality of what can be 
"represented" in a twofold sense - that is, what can be rep­
resented and can also, as a representation, be presented by 
means of conventional signs. Foucault contends that the deci­
sive paradigm for this is neither the mathematization of nature 
nor the mechanistic perspective, but the system of ordered 
signs. The latter is no longer grounded in a prior order of 
things, but is what first produces a taxonomic order by way of 
the representation of things. Combined signs or language form 
a fully transparent medium by which the representation is 
linked with whatever is represented. The signifier retreats be­
hind the indicated thing signified; it functions like a glass in­
strument for representation without having a life of its own: 
'The profound vocation of Classical language has always been 
to create a table - a 'picture': whether it be in the form of 
natural discourse, the accumulation of truth, descriptions of 
things, a body of exact knowledge, or an encyclopaedic dic­
tionary. It exists, therefore, only to be transparent. ... The 
possibility of knowing things and their order passes, in the 
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Classical experience, through the sovereignty of words: words 
are, in fact, neither marks to be deciphered (as in the Renais­
sance period) nor more or less faithful and masterable instru­
ments (as in the positivist period); they form rather a colourless 
network on the basis of which ... representations are or­
dered."27 Thanks to its autonomy, the sign seljiessly serves the 
representation of things; in it, the representation of the subject 
encounters the represented object and they form an order in 
the chain of representations. 

Language is wholly given up to its function of picturing facts, 
as we would put it today, and depicts everything that can be 
represented on the same level- the nature of the subject doing 
the representing no differently from that of the objects being 
represented. On its tableau, the nature of man enjoys no priv­
ilege over the nature of things. Internal and external nature 
are classified, analyzed, and combined in the same manner -
words of language in the universal grammar, wealth and needs 
in political economy, no differently than species of plants and 
animals in the Linnaean system. Precisely this is the limit of 
the nonreflexive form of knowledge proper to the Classical 
age; knowledge is completely dependent on the representa­
tional structure of language, without being able to integrate 
the process of representation itself (the synthetic performance 
of the su~ject doing the representing). Foucault elaborates this 
limit in his surprising interpretation of a famous picture by 
Velasquez, Las Meninas. 2H 

This picture portrays the painter in front of a canvas not 
visible to the spectator; the painter is evidently looking, as are 
the two ladies-in-waiting next to him, in the direction of his 
two models, King Philip IV and his spouse. These two person­
ages standing as models are found outside the frame of the 
picture; they can be identified by the spectator only with the 
help of a mirror pictured in the background. The point that 
Velasquez apparently had in mind is a confusing circumstance 
of which the spectator becomes aware by inference: The spec­
tator cannot avoid assuming the place and the direction of the 
gaze of the counterfeit but absent royal pair - toward which 
the painter captured in the picture gazes- as well as the place 
and the perspective of Velasquez himself, which is to say, of 
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the painter who actually produced this picture. For Foucault, 
in turn, the real point lies in the fact that the Classical picture 
frame is too limited ro permit the representation of the act of 
representing as such - it is this that V elasqucz makes clear by 
showing the gaps within the Classical picture frame left by the 
lack of reflection on the process of representing itself.~' 1 None 
of the persons who are involved in the Classical scene of a 
painted representation of the royal pair (of human beings as 
sovereign) appear in the depiction as the sovereign subject 
capable of self-representation, or in other words, as subject 
and object at once, as simultaneously representing and being 
represented, as an entity present to itself in the process of 
representation: "In Classical thought, the personage for whom 
the representation exists, and who represents himself within 
it, recognizing himself therein as an image or reflection, he 
who ties together all the interlacing threads of the 'represen­
tation in the form of a picture or table' - he is never to be 
found himself. Before the end of the eighteenth century, rnan 

did not exist. ... Of course, it is possible to object that general 
grammar, natural history, and the analysis of wealth were all 
... ways of recognizing the existence of man .... But there 
was no epistemological consciousness of man as such.":oo 

With Kant, the modern age is inaugurated. As soon as the 
metaphysical seal on the correspondence between language 
and world breaks down, the :~epresentational function of lan­
guage itself becomes a problem. The subject doing the repre­
senting has to objectify himself to gain some clarity about the 
problematic process of representation itself. The concept of 
self-reflection takes over, and the relationship to self of the 
subject doing the representing becomes the single foundation 
of ultimate certainties. The end of metaphysics is the end of 
an objective coordination of things and representations that is 
performed by language itself and thus remains unproblematic. 
The human person, become present to himself in self-con­
sciousness, has to assume the superhuman task of establishing 
an order of things as soon as he becomes aware of himself as 
an existence at once autonomous and finite. This is why Fou­
cault regards the modern form of knowledge as marked from 
the very start by the aporia that the knowing subject raises itself 

2(i I 

An Lnmasking of the Human Sciences: Foucault 

up out of the ruins of metaphysics in order, in the conscious­
ness of his finite powers, to solve a task requiring infinite pow~r. 
Kant turns this aporia straightaway into a principle of construc­
tion of his epistemology by shifting the meaning of the con­
straints proper to a finite cognitive capacity into that of 
transcendental conditions of a knowledge that advances with­
out limit: "Modernity begins with the incredible and ultimatcl)1 
unworkable idea of a being who is sovereign precisely by virtue· 
of being enslaved, a being whose very finitude allows him to 
take the place of God."" 

Foucault develops his basic idea that modernity is character­
ized by the self-contradictory and anthropocentric form of 
knowledge proper to a st_r~I.<=_tux.e,lly QVerloade.d_s.ubject (a finite 
subject transcending itself into the infinite) in a wide arc that 
stretches from Kant and Fichte to Husser! and Heideggcr. 
Philosophy of consciousness is subject to conceptual constraints 1 

under which it must "double" the subject and continually treat 
it in terms of two contrary and mutually incompatible aspects. 
The pressure to break out of this unstable to and fro between 
aspects of self-thematization that are just as irreconcilable as 
they arc inevitable makes itself felt as the intractable will to 
knowledge and ever more knowledge. This will pretentiously 
shoots beyond anything the structurally overburdened and ov­
erstrained subject is capable of performing. In this way, the 
modern form of knowledge is determined by the unique dy­
namism of a will to truth for which any frustration is only a 
spur to the renewed production of knowledge. This will to 
truth, then, is for Foucault the key to the internal nexus be­
tween knowledge and power:. The human sciences occupy the 
terrain opened up by the aporetic self-thematization of the 
cognitive subject. With their pretentious and never redeemed 
claims, they erect a facade of universally valid knowledge be­
hind which lurks the facticity of a sheer will to cognitive self­
mastery, a will to a boundlessly productive increase of knowl­
edge in the wake of which both subjectivity and self-conscious­
ness are first formed. 

Foucault traces the compulsion toward the problematic "dou­
bling" of the self-related subject primarily in connection with 
three sets of oppositions: between the transcendental and the 
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empirical; between the act of becoming reflectively aware and 
the reflectively unsurpassable and irretrievable; and finally be­
tween the a priori perfect of an "always already" prior origin 
and the adventlike future of the still-to-come return of the 
origin. Foucault would have been able to exhibit these oppo­
sitions in connection with Fichte's Wissenschaftslehre, since it is 
precisely a matter of those kinds of conceptual constraints of 
the philosophy of consciousness that, are condensed paradig­
matically into the Tathandlung [reflective conscious activity] of 
the absolute I. The I can only take possession of itself and 
"posit" itself by positing, as it were unconsciously, a not-I and 
trying gradually to retrieve this thing posited by the I. This act 
of mediated self-positing can be understood under three. dif­
ferent aspects: as a process of self-knowledge, as a process of 
growing reflective awareness, and as a process of self-forma­
tion. In each of these dimensions, European thought of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries sways between theoretical 
approaches that mutually exclude one another - and in each 
case the attempt to evade unhappy alternatives ends in the 
snares of a self-deifying subject consuming itself in acts of vain 
self-transcendence. 

Since Kant, the I assumes simultaneously the status of an 
empirical subject in the world, where it is available as one o~ject 
among others, and the status of a transcendental su~ject over 
against the world as a whole, which it constitutes as the totality 
of the objects of possible experience. By reason of this double 
status,:>~ the knowing subject sees itself provoked to analyze the 
same performances that one time get grasped reflectively as 
performances of transcendental synthesis, and a second time 
empirically as a process governed by natural laws- no matter 
whether our cognitive apparatus is explained in terms of psy­
chology or culturalanthropology, biology or history. Naturally, 
thought cannot rest satisfied with these irreconcilable alterna­
tives. The attempts at overcoming this dilemma in a discipline 
uniting both aspects and conceiving the concrete history of the 
a priori forms as a process of the self-creation of the spirit or 
of the species reaches from Hegel to Merleau-Ponty. Because 
these hybrid enterprises chase after the utopia of complete 
self-knowledge, they flip-flop again and again into positivism. 33 
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Foucault uncovers the same dialectic in the second dimension 
of self-positing. Since Fichte, the I, as the reflecting subject, 
undergoes the twofold experience of encountering itself in the 
_world "always already" as something that has become itself 
contingently, as something opaque, on the one hand; but, on ~ 
the other hand, as being endowed by precisely this reflection 
with the ability to make that "in itself" transparent and to 
elevate it into consciousness "for itself." The attempts to ad­
vance this process of making oneself conscious of what is pre­
given and to find a methodological standpoint from which 
anything that prima facie resists consciousness as something 
stubbornly extraterritorial (be it the body, needs and desires, 
labor, or language) might still be retrieved in reflection, made 
familiar, and transformed into something transparent, extend 
from Hegel via Freud to Husser!. Freud puts forward the 
imperative that where Id is, Ego shall be. Husserl sets pure 
phenomenology the goal of explaining and bringing under 
conscious control everything merely implicit, prepredicative, 
already sedimented, not actually present - in brief, the un­
thought and hidden foundation of the performing subjectivity. 
These hybrid attempts at emancipation from what is une<m­
sciously in the background fall prey to the utopia of complete 
self-transparency and hence flip over into nihilistic despair and 
radical scepticism. 

The desire to elude the third double.- of the subject as 
·something originally creative and at the same time as alienated 
!!om this origin - leads in the end to the same dialectic. The 
human being knows itself as the remote product of a history 
reaching back into the archaic, of which it is not master, even 
though this history refers in turn to the authorship of produc­
ing human beings. The more energetically modern thought 
pursues them, the further back these origins retreat: "Para­
doxically it proposes the solution of advancing even further in 
the direction of this ever-deepening retreat." To this, the phi­
losophy of history from Schelling via Marx to Lukacs responds 
with the idea of an enriching return from alien lands, of an 
Odyssey of the spirit; on the other hand, Dionysian thought 
from Holderlin via Nietzsche to Heidegger responds with the 
idea of the God who recedes, "who frees the origin in exactly 
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that degree to which he recedes.":\-! But these hybrid notions 
of history can only become practical in the form of terror, self­
manipulation, and enslavement, since they live from a false 

eschatological impulse. 
Foucault also classifies the human sciences with that anthro-

pocentric thinking which was set in motion by Kant and which, 
with its utopias of liberation, gets implicated in the practice of 
enslavement. He cautiously leaves to the experimental natural 
sciences a special status; they have obviously extricated them­
selves from the web of practices from which they issued (pri­
marily the practices of the judicial hearing) and have been able 
to attain a certain autonomy. It is different with the human 
sciences. Grammar, natural history, and economics, vvhich 
arose already in the Classical age as taxonomic sciences, were 
the first to come under the sway of the anthropological turn. 
General grammar gives way to the history of national lan­
guages, tables of natural history to the evolution of species, 
and the analysis of wealth to a theory that traces use-value and 
exchange-value back to the expenditure of labor power. A 
perspective arose in which the human bring was perceived as a 
speahing and laboring creature. The human sciences made usc 
of this perspective; they analyzed the human being as the being 
that relates itself to objectivations engendered by itself, the 
speaking and laboring creature. Inasmuch as psychologv, so­
ciology, and political science on the one hand, and the cultural 
sciences and humanities on the other, got involved with object 
domains for which subjectivity (in the sense of the relation to 
self of experiencing, acting, and speaking human beings) is 
constitutive, thev found themselves in the wake of the will to 
knowledge, on ,the escape route of a boundless productive 
increase in knowledge. They were delivered up to the dialectic 
of liberation and enslavement, more defenselesslv than the 
science of history, which at least had control over tl1e sceptical 
potential of historical relativization; but especially more de­
ienselessh than cthnologv or psvchoanalvsis for these have 
(since Le;·i-Strauss and l~;:{can) m:ncd abo{rt r:eflectivelv in the 
jungle of the structural and of the individual unconsci~ms. 

Because the human sciences - psvchology and sociology 
above all - \\·ith their boiTOH'Nl models and a/in1 ideals of 
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o~jectivity, became involved with a human being that was for 
the first time turned into an o~ject of scientific investigation by 
the modern form of knowlege, an impulse could prevail in 
them unawares, which they could not admit without risking 
their claim to truth: just that restless pressure for knowledge, 
self-mastery, and self-aggrandizement with which the subject 
- metaphysically isolated and structurally overburdened, 
abandoned by God and self-deifying - of the post-Classical 
age sought to avoid the aporias of its self-thematization. "We 
are inclined to believe that man has emancipated himself from 
himself since his discovery that he is not at the center of cre­
ation, nor in the middle of space, nor even, perhaps, the sum­
mit and culmination of life; but though man is no longer 
sovereign in the kingdom of the world, though he no longer 
reigns at the center of being, the human sciences are dangerous 
intermediaries."3 ' Mere intermediaries because they, unlike the 
reflective sciences and philosophy, do not directly promote that 
self-destructive dynamic of the self-positing su~ject, but get 
unconsciously instrumcntalized for it. The human sciences are 
and remain pseudo-sciences because they do not see through 
the compulsion to a problematic doubling of the self-relating 
subject; they arc not in a position to acknowledge the structur­
ally generated will to self-knowledge and self-reification- and 
thus they are also unable to free themselves from the power 
that drives them. Foucault already depicted this in Madness and 
Ciz,ilizalion in connection with the example of psychiatric 
positivism. 

\Vhat. then, are the grounds that determine Foucault to shift 
the meaning of this specific will to knowledge and to truth that 
is constitutive for the modern form of knowledge in general, 
anCI for the human sciences in particular, by generalizing this 
will to knowing self-mastery into a will to power per se and to 
postulate that all discourses (by no means only the modern 
ones) can be shown to have the character of hidden power and 
derive from practices of power? It is this assumption that first 
marks the turning from an archeology of knowledge to a ge­
nealogical explanation of the provenance, rise, and fall of those 
discourse formations that fill the space of history, without gaps 
and without meaning. 
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Some Questions Concerning 
the Theory of Power: Foucault 
Again 

I 

With the dynamism of self-mastery through the production of 
knowledge, the archeology of the human sciences not only 
furnishes the starting point for intertwining knowledge with 
the will to knowledge; The Order of Things raises problems to 
which Foucault responds some years later by developing out 
of the will to knowledge the basic concept of power on which 
his genealogical historiography is based. Let me indicate three 

such difficulties. 
(a) First of all, Foucault must have been irritated by the 

affinity that obviously existed between his archeology of the 
human sciences and Heidegger's critique of the metaphysics of 
the modern age. The epistemes or forms of knowledge of the 
Renaissance, Classicism, and Modernity indicate epochal divi­
sions and at the same time stages in the formation of the same 
subject-centered understanding of Being that Heidegger, using 
similar concepts, analyzed from Descartes via Kant to 
Nietzsche. Foucault, however, could not take the path of over­
coming subjectivity through a critique of metaphysics; he had 
shown that eYen the concept of the history of Being does not 
lead out of the circle of the third sclf-thematization of the self­
referential subject, that is, its attempt to master an ever-reced­
ing origin. The thesis was that Heidegger's later philosophy is 
still caught in the Chinese puzzle that Foucault discussed under 
the title "Recession and Return of the Origin." For this reason, 
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Foucault will henceforth have to do without the concept of 
episteme altogether. 

(b) Just as problematic as his proximity to Heidegger is his 
nearness to structuralism. In The Order of Things, Foucault 
wanted to respond with a liberating philosophical laugh to all 
"those who refuse to formalize without anthropologizing, who 
refuse to mythologize without demystifying," and in general to 
"all these warped and twisted forms of reflection." 1 With this 
gesture, reminiscent of the laughter of Zarathustra, he wanted 
to rouse from their anthropological slumbers all "who refuse 
to think without immediately thinking that it is man who is 
thinking." They were supposed to rub their eyes and ask the 
simple question whether man exists at all. 2 Evidently Foucault 
then regarded contemporary structrualism (Levi-Strauss's eth­
nology and Lacan's psychoanalysis) as alone capable of thinking 
"the void left by man's disappearance." The originally planned 
subtitle for the book, "Archeology of Structuralism," was by no 
means intended critically. But this perspective had to dissolve 
as soon as it became clear that structuralism had covertly al­
ready supplied the model for the description of the Classical 
form of knowledge (semiotic representationalism). 3 Thus, ov­
ercoming anthropocentric thought by means of structuralism 
would not have meant a surpassing of Modernity, but only an 
explicit renewal of the protostructuralist form of knowledge of / 
the Classical age. 

(c) A further embarrassment arose from the circumstance 
that Foucault carried out his study of the rise of the human 
sciences in the form- and only in the form- of an archeology 
of knowledge. How could this analysis of scientific discourse 
be combined with the investigation of relevant practices famil­
iar from earlier studies without endangering the self-suffi­
ciency of forms of knowledge rounded off into totalities? 
Foucault deals with this problem in his methodological consid­
erations on The Archeology of Knowledge ( 1969). He does not 
reach a completely unequivocal position there, but tends to­
ward the superordination of discourses over the practices on 
which they are based. The structuralist requirement that each 
unity of discourse be understood strictly in terms of itself seems 
to be satisfied only if the rules constitutive of discourse assume 



2(ii'l 

Lecture X 

control, as it were, of their institutional basis. Discourse is what 
first links the technological, economic, social, and political con­
ditions to the functioning network of practices that then sene 
to reproduce it. 

Such discourse - totally autonomous, detached from con­
textual constraints and functional conditions, guiding the un­
derlying practices - clearly suffers from a conceptual 
difficulty. What then counts as fundamental are the rules (ac­
cessible to archeology) that make possible the ongoing discur­
sive practice. However, these rules can make a discourse 
comprehensible only as regards its conditions of possibility; 
they do not suffice to explain the discourse practice in its actual 
functioning - for there are no rules that could govern their 
own application. A rule-governed discourse cannot itself gov­
ern the context in which it is implicated: "Thus, although 
nondiscursive inHuences in the form of social and institutional 
practices, skills, pedagogical practices and concrete models 
(e.g., Bentham's Panopticon) constantly intrude into Foucault's 
analysis ... he must locate the productive power revealed by 
discursive practices in the regularity of these same practices. 
The result is the strange notion of regularities which regulate 
themselves." 1 

Foucault escapes this difficulty when he gives up the auton­
omy of the forms of knowledge in favor of their foundation 
within power technologies and subordinates the archeology of 
knowledge to the genealogy that explains the emergence of 
knowledge from practices of power. 

This theory of power also recommends itself for the solution 
of the tvvo other problems: Foucault can thereby relinquish the 
philosophy of the subject without depending on models from 
structuralism or the history of Being, which, according to his 
own analysis, arc themselves captive to either the Classical or 
the modern form of knowledge. Genealogical historiography 
clears away the autonomy of self-regulating discourses as well 
as the epochal and linear succession of global forms of knowl­
edge. The danger of anthropocentrism is banished only when, 
under the incorruptible gaze of genealogy, discourses emerge 
and pop like glittering bubbles from a swamp of anonymous 
processes of subjugation. With his energetic reversal of the 
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relationships of dependency among forms of knowledge and 
practices of power, Foucault opens up a problematic of social 
theory in contrast to the rigorously structuralist history of sys­
tems of knowledge, and a naturalistic problematic in contrast 
to the history of the understanding of Being (as a critique of 
metaphysics). The disourses of the sciences, and in general the 
discourses in which knowledge is shaped and transmitted, lose 
their privileged status; together with other discursive practices, 
they form power complexes that offer a domain of objects sui 
gcneris. In going through the types of discourse and forms of 
knowledge, the point now is to uncover the technologies of 
subjugation around which a dominant power complex draws 
together, achieves domination, and is ultimately suppressed by 
the next power complex. Historical research into the power 
technologies that instrumentalize systems of knowledge right 
down to their criteria of validity is supposed to move now on 
the firm ground of a naturalistic theory of society. 

Of course, Foucault only gains this basis by not thinking 
genealogically when it comes to his own genealogical historiog­
raphy and by rendering unrecognizable the derivation of this 
transcendental-historicist concept of power. 

As v·:e have seen, with respect to the human sciences, Fou­
cault had studied the form of knowledge that appears with the 
claim of purifying the intelligible from everything empirical, 
accidental, and particular, and that becomes especially suitable 
as a medium of power precisely on account of this pretended 
separation of validity from genesis: Because it thus posits itself 
absolutely, modern knowledge can conceal from itself and oth­
ers that impulse which first spurs on a metaphysically isolated 
subject, thrown back relectively upon itself, toward restless self­
mastery. This will to knowledge was supposed to intervene in 
the constitution of scientific discourse and explain why scien­
tif-ically prepared knowledge of man can congeal directly into 
disciplinary violence in the form of therapies, expert opinions, 
social technologies, curricula, tests, research reports, data 
banks, proposals for reform, etc. This modern will to knowl­
edge determines "the ensemble of rules according to which the 
true and the false are separated and specific effects of power 
attached to the true."' With his transition to a theory of power, 
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however, Foucault detaches this will to knowledge from the 
context of the history of metaphysics and lets it merge into the 
category of power in general. This transformation is due to 
two operations. To begin with, Foucault postulates a will con­
stitutive of truth for all times and all societies: "Every society 
has its regime of truth, its 'general politics' of truth: that is, the 
types of discourse ·which it accepts and makes function as 
true."6 Beyond this spatiotemporal generalization, Foucault un­
dertakes a substantive neutralization: He de-differentiates the 
will to knowledge into a will to power that is supposed to be 
inherent in all discourses, notjust those that specialize in truth, 
in a manner similar to that in which the will to self-mastery 
specific to modern subjectivity inheres in the human sciences. 
Only after the traces of this transformation are erased can the 
will to knowledge show up again (in the subtitle to The History 
of Subjectivity, 1976), now of course demoted to a special case 
-the "dispositive of truth" now appears as one among many 

"dispositives of power." 
The concealed derivation of the concept of power from the 

concept of the will to knowledge (originally formulated in 
terms of a critique of metaphysics) also explains the systemat­
ically ambiguous usc of the category of "power." On the one 
hand, it retains the innocence of a concept used descriptively 
and serves the empirical analysis of power technologies; consid­
ered from a methodological perspective, this analysis is not 
obviously different from a historically oriented sociology of 
knowledge that employs functionalist procedures. On the other 
hand, the category of power preserves from its covert historical 
sources the meaning of a basic concept within a theory of consti­
tution as well; this is what lends the empirical analysis of tech­
nologies of power their significance as a critique of reason and 
secures for genealogical historiography its unmasking effect. 

II 

This systematic ambiguity explains but docs not justify the 
paradoxical linking of a positivist attitude with a critical claim 
that is characteristic of Foucault's works during the 1970s. In 
DiscijJline and Punish ( 1976), Foucault treats (preponderantly in 
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connection with French materials) the technologies of domi­
nation that arose in the Classical age (more or less in the age 
of Absolutism) and in Modernity (that is, since the end of the 
eighteenth century). The corresponding forms of infiicting 
punishment serve as guidelines for an investigation centered 
upon "the birth of the prison." The complex of power that, in 
the Classical age, was concentrated around the sovereignty of 
a state with a monopoly on violence, is sedimented in the legal 
language games proper to modern natural law, which operate 
with the basic concepts of contract and law. The actual task of 
the absolutist theory of the state is not so much to legitimize 
human rights as to ground the concentration of all violence in 
the hands of the sovereign. For him, it is a question of con­
structing a centralized apparatus of public administration and 
of gathering administratively useful organizational knowledge. 
It is not the citizen with his rights and duties, but the subject 
with his body and life that is the object of the new need for 
knowledge, which to begin vvith is content with knowledge 
about public finances and statistics on birth and death, illness 
and culpability, labor and commerce, the welfare and poverty 
of the population. Foucault already sees in this the beginnings 
of a biopolitics being built up gradually under the official um­
brella ofjuristically conducted discourses related to the sover­
eignty of the state. There arises thereby another disciplinary 
power detached from the normative language game. To the 
degree that the human sciences become the medium of this 
power, and the panoptical form of supervision is permitted to 
penetrate into all the pores of the subjugated body and the 
objectified soul, it is condensed into a new, precisely modern, 
power complex. 

Foucault treats the transfer of punishment from torture to 
imprisonment as an exemplary process in connection with 
which he wants to demonstrate the provenance of rn2~I~rn ,./ 
anthropocentric thought in modern technologies of domina­
tion. He conceives the excessive punishments and tortures to 
which criminals were subjected in the Classical age as a theater 
for the ruthlcsslv staged power of an avenging sovereign, which 
was experienced quite ambivalentlv by the people. In the mod­
ern age, the demonstratin:~ inflicting of corporal torment is 
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replaced by a loss of freedom through imprisonment that is 
shielded from the outside world. Foucault interprets the pan­
optic prison as an apparatus that not only renders the prisoners 
pliable, but transforms them. The all-pervasive, normalizing 
influence of an omnipresent disciplinary power reaches, via 
training the body, into everyday behavior and produces an 
altered moral stance; at any rate, it is supposed to promote the 
motivation for regulated labor and an ordered life. These 
penal technologies could spread rapidly at the end of the eigh­
teenth century because the prison was only one element in a 
rich ensemble of bodily disciplines that were established at the 
same time in factories and workhouses, in barracks, schools, 
hospitals, and prisons. It was the human sciences that then, in 
a subtle manner, extended the normalizing effects of these 
bodilv disciplines into the innermost sphere of scientifically 
objectified persons and populations who were simultaneously 
driven back into subjectivity.' In their very fimn, the human 

1 sciences are supposed to present an amalgam of knowledge 
and power; the Jinmation of power and the formation of knowledge 

compose an indi.1soluble unil)'· 
Such a strong thesis cannot, of course, be groundedjust with 

functionalist arguments. Foucault onlv shows how disciplinary 
effects, similar to the effects of technologies of power, can be 
obtained through the application of knowledge from the hu­
man sciences in therapies and social technologies. In order to 
prove what he \\'ants, he would have to demonstrate (for ex­
ample. in the frame\\Ork of a transcendental-pragmatic epis­
temology) that specific strategies of power arc transposed into 
corresponding strategies for the objectification of ordinary lan­
guage experiences, and consequcnth that they prejudice the 
meaning of the use of theoretical propositions about object 
domains constituted in this way.~ Foucault never took up again 
his earlier ideas on the epistemological role of the clinical gaze, 
although thev point in this direction. Otherwise he could 
scarcely have a\ oided noticing that in the I ~l70s objcctifving 
approaches no longer dominated the field in the human sci­
ences; they were competing instead with hermeneutical and 
critical approaches that \\'ere tailored in their forms of knowl­
edge to possibilities of application other than manipulation of 
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self and of others. In The Order of Things, Foucault traced the 
human sciences back to the constitutive force of a will to knowl­
edge explained in terms of the history of metaphysics. The 
theory of power has to hide this connection, as has been shown. 
Henceforth, the place for a theory of constitution remains 
unoccupied. The "will to knowledge" comes up again in the 
title of the first volume of The History of Sexuality ( 1976), but in 
a shape fully altered by the theory of power. It has lost the 
transcendental meaning of a structurally generated will to 
knowing self-mastery and taken on the empirical visage of a 
special technology of power which, along with other technol­
ogies of power, makes possible the sciences of man. 

This tangible positivizing of the will to truth and to knowl­
edge becomes clear in a self-critique presented by Foucault in 
Berkeley in 1980. There he acknowledges that the analysis of 
technologies of domination carried out in Discipline and Punish 
results in a one-sided picture: "If one wants to analyze the 
genealogy of the subject in Western societies, one has to take 
into account not only the techniques of domination but also 
techniques of the self. Let's say one has to take into account 
the interaction bet ween those two types of techniques, the point 
where the technologies of domination of individuals over one 
another have recourse to processes by which the individual acts 
upon himself."'1 These technologies that encourage individuals 
to test themselves conscientiously and discover the truth about 
themselves Foucault traces, as is well known, back to the prac­
tices of confession, to the Christian examination of conscience 
in general. Structurally similar practices, which penetrate all 
realms of education in the eighteenth century, install an armory 
of instruments for self-observation and self-questioning, with 
the perception of one's own sexual stimulation and that of 
others at the center of attention. Finally, psychoanalysis gives 
the form of scientifically established therapy to these technol­
ogies of truth, which do not open up the interior of individuals, 
but produce interiority for the first time by means of an ever 
thicker web of relations to self. 10 

Foucault's genealogy of the human sciences enters on the 
scene in an irritating double role. On the one hand, it plays 
the empiriml role of an analvsis of technologies of power that 
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are meant to explain the functional social context of the science 
of man. Here power relationships arc of interest as conditions 
for the rise of scientific knowledge and as its social effects. On 
the other hand, the same genealogy plays the transcendental role 
of an analysis of technologies of power that are meant to ex­
plain how scientiftc discourse about man is possible at all. Here 
the interest is in power relationships as constitutive conditions 
for scientific knowledge. These two epistemological roles are 
no longer divided into two competing approaches that arc 
merely related to the same object, the human subject in its life­
expressions. Instead, genealogical historiography is supposed 
to be both at once - functionalist social science and at the 
same time historical research into constitutive conditions. 

In his basic concept of power, Foucault has forced together 
the idealist idea of transcendental synthesis with the presup­
positions of an empiricist ontology. This approach cannot lead 
to a ,,.,·ay out of the philosophy of the subject, because the 
concept of power that is supposed to provide a common de­
nominator for the contrary semantic components has been 
taken from the repertoire of the philosophy of the sul~ject 
itself. According to this philosophy, the subject can take up 
basically two and only two relationships toward the world of 
imaginable and manipulable objects: cognitive relationships 
regulated by the truth ofjudgments; and practical relationships 
regulated by the surcess of actions. Power is that by which the 
subject has an effect on ol~jects in successful actions. In this 
connection, success in action depends upon the truth of the 
judgments that enter into the plan of action; via the criterion 
of success in action, pm,·er remains dependent on truth. Fou­
e<mlt abruptlv reverses power's truth-dependency into the 
power-dependency of truth. Then foundational power no 
longer need be bound to the competencies of acting and judg­
ing sul~jects - power becomes subjectless. But no one can 
escape the strategic conceptual constraints of the philosophy 
of the subject merely by performing operations of reversal 
upon its basic concepts. Foucault cannot do away with all the 
aporias he attributes to the philosophy of the subject by means 
of a concept of power borrowed from the philosophy of the 
subject itself. So it is no wonder that the same unanswered 
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questions come up again in a historiography (declared to be 
an antiscicnce) based on such a paradoxical basic concept. Be­
cause Foucault gives no methodological account of these in­
com patibilitics, the reason for the one-sidedness of his 
empirical investigations also remains undisclosed. 

With his turn tovvard the theory of power, Foucault expects 
to lead his research out of the circle in which the human 
sciences are hopelessly caught. Anthropocentric thought is 
drawn, by the dynamism of boundless self-mastery on the part 
of a su~ject become reflective, into the vortex of o~jectivism, 
that is, of the objectification of man; the genealogy of knowl­
edge is supposed, by contrast, to rise to true objectivity of 
knowledge. Genealogical historiography grounded on the the­
ory of power proposes three substitutions: In place of the 
hermeneutic elucidation of contexts of meaning, there is an 
analysis of structures that are meaningless in themselves; valid­
ity claims are of interest only as functions of power complexes; 
value judgments - in general, the problem of justifying criti­
cism - are excluded in favor of value-free historical explana­
tions. The name "antiscience" is to be understood not only by 
opposition to the reigning human sciences; at the same time, 
it signals an ambitious attempt to overcome these pseudo-sci­
ences. Genealogical research takes their place; without imitat­
ing false models from the natural sciences, its scientific status 
will someday be comparable to that of the natural sciences. I 
think that Paul Veyne catches the real intention of his friend 
when he describes Foucault as the "historian in a pure state" 
who desires nothing else than to say stoically just how it was: 
"Everything is historical ... and all 'isms' should be evacuated. 
In history, there are only individual or indeed unique constel­
lations, and each is completely explicable from its own 
situation." 11 

Of course, Foucault's dramatic influence and his iconoclastic 
reputation could hardly be explained if the cool facade of 
radical historicism did not simply hide the passions of aesthetic 
modernism. Genealogy is overtaken by a fate similar to that 
which Foucault had seen in the human sciences: To the extent 
that it retreats into the rcftectionless objectivity of a nonparti­
cipatory, ascetic description of kaleidoscopically changing prac-
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ticcs of power, genealogical historiography emerges from its 
cocoon as precisely the prese11tistir, relali<'istir, CJ}jJlonormali<'f' il­
lusory science that it does not want to be. \Yhereas, according 
to Foucault's diagnosis, the human sciences submit to the ironic 
mmement of scientistic self-mastery and end up in an unsa­
lutary objectivism (or better yet -come to an end therein), a 
no less ironic fate oYertakcs genealogical historiography; it 
follows the movement of a radically historicist extinction of the 
subject and ends up in an unholy subjectivism. 

III 

Foucault feels like a "fortunate positivist" because he proposes 
three reductions that arc rich in methodological implications: 
From the viewpoint of the ethnological observer, the under­
standing of meaning by interpreters participating in discourses 
is reduced to the explanation of discourses; validity claims are 
functionalistically reduced to the effects of power; the "ought" 
is naturalistically reduced to the "is." I am speaking of reduc­
tions because the internal aspects of meaning, of truth-validity, 
and of eiJaluating do not go without remainder into the exter­
nally grasped aspects of practices of power. The moments that 
get filtered out and suppressed return again and assert their 
proper rights- at first on the metatheoretical level. Foucault 
gets entangled in aporias as soon as he is supposed to explain 
vvhat the genealogical historiographer himself does and how 
that performance is to be understood. That is to say, his pu­
tative objectivity of knowledge is itself put in question (I) by 
the involuntary presentism of a historiography that remains her­
meneutically stuck in its starting situation; (2) by the unavoid­
able relativism of an analysis related to the present that can 
understand itself only as a context-dependent practical enter­
prise; (3) by the arbitrary partisanship of a criticism that cannot 
account for its normative foundations. Foucault is incorruptible 
enough to admit these incoherences - but he docs not draw 
any consequences from them. 

(l) Foucault wants to eliminate the hermeneutic problematic 
and thus the kind of self-relatedness that comes into play with 
an interpretative approach to the object domain. The geneal-
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ogical historiographer should not proceed as does the practi­
tioner of hermeneutics; he should not try to make 
comprehensible what actors are doing and thinking out of a 
context of tradition interwoven with the self-understanding of 
the actors. He should, rather, explain the horizon within which 
such utterances can appear to be meaningful at all in terms of 
underlying practices. So he will trace back the prohibition of 
gladiatorial fights in late Rome, for example, not to the hu­
manizing inHuence of Christianity, but to the dissolution of one 
power formation by its successor. 1 ~ Within the horizon of the 
new power complex in post-Constantinian Rome, it is, for ex­
ample, entirely natural that the ruler no longer treat the people 
as a herd of sheep to be sheltered, but as a Hock of children 
needing to be educated - and one must not carelessly leave 
children to bloodthirsty pleasure in spectacles. The speeches 
that justify establishing or dismantling gladiatorial fights are 
regarded only as objectifications of an unconscious, underlying 
practice of domination. As the source of all meaning, such 
practices arc themselves meaningless; the historian has to ap­
proach them from outside in order to grasp them in their 
structure. For this, there is no need of any hermeneutic preun­
derstanding, but only of the concept of history as meaningless 
kaleidoscopic changes of shape in discourse totalities that have 
nothing in common apart from the single characteristic of 
being protuberances of power in general. 

Against this self-understanding that holds fast to objectivity, 
the first glance in any one of Foucault's books teaches us that 
even the radical historicist can only explain the technologies of 
power and practices of domination by comparing them with 
one another - and by no means by taking any single one as a 
totality on its own. In doing so, one inevitably connects the 
viewpoints under which the comparison is proposed with his 
own hermeneutic point of departure. This can be seen in, 
among other things, the fact that Foucault cannot avoid divid­
ing up historical epochs through implicit reference to the pres­
ent. Whether he is dealing with the history of madness, of 
sexuality, or of punishment, the power formations of the Mid­
dle Ages, the Renaissance, and of the Classical age constantly 
point to the very disciplinary power, the very biopolitics, that 
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Foucault maintains is the fate of our present age. In the final 
section of The Archeology of Knowledge, he makes this very ob­
jection to himself, but only to avoid it: "For the moment, and 
as far ahead as I can see, my discourse, far from determining 
the locus in which it speaks, is avoiding the ground on which 
it could find support." 13 Foucault is aware of the aporias raised 
by a procedure that wants to be objectivistic but must remain 
diagnostic of its time - but he does not provide any answer 

to them. 
Only in the context of his interpretation of Nietzsche does 

Foucault yield to the familiar melody of a professing irration­
alism. Here the self-extinction or the "sacrifice of the knowing 
subject" that the radical historicist has to demand of himself 
only for the sake of the objectivity of purely structural analysis 
undergoes an ironic shift of meaning into its opposite: "In 
appearance, or rather, according to the mask it bears, historical 
consciousness is neutral, devoid of passions, and committed 
solely to truth. But if it examines itself and if, more generally, 
it interrogates the various forms of scientific consciousness in 
its history, it finds that all these forms and transformations are 
aspects of the will to knowledge: instinct, passion, the inquisi­
tor's devotion, cruel subtlety, and malice. It discovers the vio­
lence of a position that sides against those who are happy in 
their ignorance .... The historical analysis of this rancorous 
will to knowledge reveals that all knowledge rests upon injustice 
(that there is no right, even in the act of knowing, to truth or 
foundation for truth)." 14 

Thus, the attempt - under the uncompromising, objectify­
ing gaze of an analyst who comes from afar and confronts his 
object without any native understanding whatsoever - to ex­
plain discourse and power formations only on their own terms, 
turns into its opposite. The unmasking of the objectivistic il­
lusions of any will to knowledge leads to agreement with a 
historiography that is narcissistically oriented toward the stand­
point of the historian and instrumentalizes the contemplation 
of the past for the needs of the present: The "'wirkliche His­
torif'' composes a genealogy of history as the vertical projection 
of its position."'" 
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(2) Foucault's historiography can evade relativism as little as 
it can this acute presentism. His investigations are caught ex­
actly in the self-referentiality that was supposed to be excluded 
by a naturalistic treatment of the problematic of validity. Ge­
nealogical historiography is supposed to make the practices of 
power, precisely in their discourse-constituting achievement, 
accessible to an empirical analysis. From this perspective, not 
only are truth claims confined to the discourses within which 
they arise; they exhaust their entire significance in the func­
tional contribution they make to the self-maintenance of a 
given totality of discourse. That is to say, the meaning of valid­
ity claims consists in the power effects they have. On the other 
hand, this basic assumption of the theory of power is self­
referential; if it is correct, it must destroy the foundations of 
the research inspired by it as well. But if the truth claims that 
Foucault himself raises for his genealogy of knowledge were 
in fact illusory and amounted to no more than the effects that 
this theory is capable of releasing within the circle of its ad­
herents, then the entire undertaking of a critical unmasking of 
the human sciences would lose its point. Foucault pursues ge­
nealogical historiography with the serious intent of getting a 
science underway that is superior to the mismanaged human 
sciences. If, then, its superiority cannot be expressed in the 
fact that something more convincing enters in place of the 
convicted pseudo-sciences, if its superiority were only to be 
expressed in the effect of its suppressing the hitherto dominant 
scientific discourse in fact, Foucault's theory would exhaust 
itself in the politics of theory, and indeed in setting theoretical­
political goals that would overburden the capacities of even so 
heroic a one-man enterprise. Foucault is aware of this. Con­
sequently, he would like to single out his genealogy from all 
the rest of the human sciences in a manner that is reconcilable 
with the fundamental assumptions of his own theory. To this 
end, he turns genealogical historiography upon itself; the dif­
ference that can establish its preeminence above all the other 
human sciences is to be demonstrated in the history of its own 
emergence. 

The genealogv of knowledge makes use of those disqualified 
modes of knowledge from which the established sciences set 
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themselves apart; it provides a medium for the upnsmg of 
"subjugated know ledges." Foucault is not thinking here pri­
marily of sedimentations of scholarship that are at once con­
cealed and held present; he is thinking, rather, of those 
experiences of groups subordinated to power that have never 
advanced to the status of official knowledge, that have never 
been sufficiently articulated. It is a question of the implicit 
knowlege of "the people" who form the bedrock in a system 
of power, who arc the first to experience a technology of power 
with their mvn bodies, whether as the ones suffering or as the 
officials manning the machinery of suffering - for example, 
the knowledge of those who undergo psychiatric treatment, of 
orderlies, of delinquents and wardens, of the inmates of con­
centration camps and the guards, of blacks and homosexuals, 
of women and of witches, of vagabonds, of children and drea­
mers. The genealogist directs his prospecting toward the clark 
ground proper to that local, marginal, and alternative knowl­
edge ''which owes its force only to the harshness with which it 
is opposed by everything surrounding it." These elements of 
knowledge arc normally "disqualified as inadequate to their 
task or insufiiciently elaborated: naive knowlcdges, located low 
down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition 
or scientificity." 11 ; There slumbers in them "a historical knowl­
edge of struggles." Genealogy, which raises these "local mem­
ories" up to the level of "erudite knowledge," takes the side of 
those who resist established practices of power. From this po­
sition of counterpower, it gains a perspective that is supposed 
to go beyond the perspectives of the given possessors of power. 
From this perspective, it is supposed to be able to transcend 
all validity claims that arc onlv constituted in the enchanted 
~irclc of power. This link with ~lisqualified popular knowledge 
~s supposed to give to the genealogist's labor of reconstruction 
Its superiority: "\Yell, it seems to me that our critical discourses 
of the last fifteen vcars have in effect discovered their essential 
force in this ~ssociation . . . [with 1 those disqualfied 
[know ledges l" I7 

This is reminiscent of an argument of the carlv Lukacs. 
According to him, ~larxist theorv owed its freedom from ideo­
logical bias to the privileged pos,sibilitics of knowledge from a 
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perspective of experience that had arisen with the position of 
the wage-laborer in the process of production. The argument 
was only cogent, however, within the framework of a philoso­
phy of history that wanted to make the universal interest dis­
cernible in the class interest of the proletariat, and the self­
consciousness of the species discoverable in the class conscious­
ness of the proletariat. Foucault's concept of power does not 
permit such a concept of counterpower that grants cognitive 
privilege on the basis of a philosophy of history. Every coun­
terpower already moves within the horizon of the power that 
it fights; and it is transformed, as soon as it is victorious, into 
a power complex that provokes a new counterpower. Even the 
genealogy of knowledge cannot break out of this cycle while it 
activates the uprising of the disqualified modes of knowledge 
and mobilizes this subjected knowledge "against the coercion 
of a theoretical, unitary, formal, and scientific discourse. " 18 

Those who conquer the theoretical avant-garde of today and 
overcome the current hierarchization of knowledge, them­
selves become the theoretical avant-gardc of tomorrow and 
themselves establish a new hierarchy of knowledge. In any case, 
they cannot validate for their knowledge any superiority ac­
cording to standards of truth claims that would transcend local 
agreements. 

Thus, the attempt to preserve genealogical historiography 
from a relativist self-denial by means of its own tools falls short. 
In becoming aware of its own provenance from this alliance of 
scholarly and disqualified knowledge, genealogy only confirms 
that the validity claims of counterdiscourses count no more 
and no less than those of the discourses in power - they, too, 
are nothing else than the effects of power they unleash. Fou­
cault sees this dilemma, but once again he evades any response. 
And once again he professes his allegiance to an embattled 
perspect-ivisrn only in the context of his reception of Nietzsche: 
"Historians take unusual pains to erase the elements in their 
work which reveal their grounding in a particular time and 
place, their preferences in a controversy - the unavoidable 
obstacles of their passion. N ictzsche's version of historical sense 
is explicit in its perspective and acknowledges its system of 
injustice. Its perspective is slanted, being a deliberate appraisal, 
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affirmation, or negation; it reaches the lingering and poisonous 
traces in order to prescribe the best antidote." 19 

(3) It remains, finally, to examine whether Foucault succeeds 
in escaping the cryptonormativism of which the human sci­
ences that preen themselves for their value-freeness are guilty 
in his own view. Genealogical historiography is supposed to 
reach behind discourse totalities (within which alone disputes 
over norms and values occur) with a strictly descriptive attitude. 
It brackets normative validity claims as well as claims to prop­
ositional truth and abstains from the question of whether some 
discourse and power formations could be more legitimate than 
others. Foucault resists the demand to take sides; he scoffs at 
the "gauchist dogma" which contends that power is what is evil, 
ugly, sterile, and dead and that that upon which power is 
exercised is "right, good, and rich." 2° For him, there is no "right 
side." Behind this is the conviction that the politics that has 
stood under the sign of revolution since 1789 has come to an 
end; that the theories that have thought out the relationship 
between theory and practice are passe. 
~ow this grounding of a second-order value-freeness is al­

ready by no means value-free. Foucault understands himself 
as a dissident who offers resistance to modern thought and 
humanistically disguised disciplinary power. Engagement 
marks his learned essays right down to the style and choice of 
words; the critical tenor dominates the theory no less than the 
self-definition of the entire work. Foucault thereby distin­
guishes himself, on the one hand, from the engaged positivism 
of a ~lax Weber, who wanted to separate a decisionistically 
chosen and openly declared value basis from an analysis carried 
out in a value-free wav. Foucault's criticism is based more on 
the postmodern rheto;ic of his presentation than on the post­
modern assumptions of his theory. 

On the other hand, Foucault also distinguishes himself from 
the ideology critique of a Marx, who unmasked the humanistic 
self-understanding of modernity by suing for the normative 
content of bourgeois ideals. It is not Foucau!t's intention to 
continue that counterdiscourse which modernity has carried 
on. with itself from its very beginnings; he does not want to 
refine the language game of modern political theory (with its 
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basic concepts of autonomy and heteronomy, morality and 
legality, emancipation and repression) and turn it against the 
pathologies of modernity- he wants to undermine modernity 
and its language games. His resistance is not to be justified as 
a mirror image of the current power: "If that were all," re­
sponds Foucault to a corresponding question from Bernard­
Henri Levy, "there wouldn't be any resistance. Because resis­
tance has to be like power: just as inventive, just as mobile, just 
as productive as it is. It has to be organized and stabilized like 
it is; like it, it has to come from below and be strategically 
shared." 21 

This dissidence draws its only justificaton from the fact that 
it sets traps for humanistic discourse without engaging in it; 
Foucault explains this strategic self-understanding from the 
properties of modern formations of power themselves. That 
disciplinary power whose local, constant, productive, and all­
pervasive, capillarylike character he describes so repeatedly 
invades the bodies rather than the heads. It assumes the shape 
of a biopower that takes possession more of bodies than of 
minds and subjects these bodies to relentlessly normalizing 
constraint - without needing any normative foundation to do 
so. Disciplinary power functions without the detour through a 
necessarily false consciousness shaped within humanistic dis­
courses and hence exposed to the criticism of counterdis­
courses. The discourses of the human sciences merge with the 
practices of their application into an opaque power complex 
on which the critique of ideology makes no impression. Hu­
manistic critique - which, like those of Marx and Freud, is 
based on obsolete contradictions between legitimate and ille­
gitimate power, conscious and unconscious motives, and enters 
the field against the representatives of repression, exploitation, 
suppression, etc. - is in danger, rather, of merely strength­
ening a humanism that has been brought down from heaven 
to earth and has become a normalizing form of violence. 

Now this argument may suffice for conceiving genealogical 
historiography no longer as critique, but as a tactic and a tool 
for waging a battle against a normatively unassailable forma­
tion of power. But if it is just a matter of mobilizing counter­
power, of strategic battles and wily confrontations, why should 
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we muster any resistance at all against this all-penasivc power 
circulating in the bloodstream of the body of modern society, 
instead ofjust adapting ourselves to it? Then the genealogy of 
knowledge as a weapon vvould be superfiuous as well. It makes 
sense that a value-free analysis of the strengths and weaknesses 
of the opponent is of usc to one who wants to take up the fight 
-but why fight at all? "Why is struggle preferable to submis­
sion? Why ought domination to be resisted? Only with the 
introduction of normative notions of some kind could Foucault 
begin to answer this question. Only with the introduction of 
normative notions could he begin to tell us what is wrong with 
the modern power/knowledge regime and why we ought to 
oppose it."~ 2 Once, in a lecture, Foucault addressed this ques­
tion in passing and gave a vague suggestion of postmodern 
criteria of justification: "If one wants ... to struggle against 
disciplines and disciplinary power, it is not toward the ancient 
right of sovereignty that one should turn, but toward the pos­
sibility of a new form of right, one which must indeed be 
antidisciplinarian, but at the same time liberated from the prin­
ciple of sovcrcignty."2:l 

Now it is a fact that in the wake of Kant, conceptions of 
morality and right have been developed which have long since 
ceased to serve the role ofjustifying the sovereignty of a state 
with a monopoly on violence; but Foucault remains silent on 
this theme. However if one tries to glean the standards im­
plicitly appealed to i~1 his indictment~ of disciplinary power, 
one encounters familiar determinations from the normativistic 
language games that he has explicitly rejected. The asymmetric 
relationship between powerholdcrs and those subject to power, 
as well as the reifying effect of technologies of power, which 
violate the moral and bodily integrity of subjects capable of 
speech and action, arc objectionable for Foucault, too. Nancy 
Fraser has proposed an interpretation that, while it does not 
point a wav out of this dilemma does explain whence the 

' ' 
cryptonormativism of this declaredly value-free historiography 
arises. ~ 1 

:'\Jictzsche's concept of the will to power and Bataillc's concept 
of sovereignty more or less openly take in the normative ex­
periential content of aesthetic modernity. By contrast, Foucault 
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borrows his concept of power from the empiricist tradition; / 
this has robbed it of the experiential potential of an at once 
terrifying and attractive fascination, from which the aesthetic 
a\·ant-garde from Baudelaire to the Surrealists was nourished. 
Nevertheless, even in Foucault's hands, "power" preserves a 
literally aesthetic relation to the perception of the body, to the 
painful experience of the mistreated body. This moment even 
becomes determinative for the modern power formation, 
which owes the name of biopower to the fact that it penetrates 
deeply into the reified body and confiscates the whole organism 
along the subtle paths of scientific objectification and a subjec­
tivity generated by technologies of truth. Biopower is the name 
for the form of sociation that does away with all forms of 
natural spontaneity and transforms the crcaturcly life as a 
whole into a substrate of empowerment. The asymmetry (re­
plete with normative content) that Foucault sees embedded in 
power complexes does not hold primarily between powerful 
wills and coerced subjugation, but between processes of power 
and the bodies that are crushed within them. It is alway~ the 

1body that is maltreated in torture and made into a showpiece 
of sovereign revenge; that is taken hold of in drill, resolved 
into a field of mechanical forces and manipulated; that is ob­
jectified and monitored by the human sciences, even as it is 
stimulated in its desire and stripped naked. If Foucault's con­
cept of power preserves for itself some remnant of aesthetic 
content, then it owes this to his vitalistic, Lebemphilusophie way 
of reading the body's experience of itself. The Histor)' o{Sexuality 
closes with the unusual statement: "We have to dream that 
perhaps one day, in another economy of bodies and pleasures, 
it will no longer be rightly comprehensible how ... it could 
have succeeded in subjecting us to the absolute sovereignty of 
scx."2 ' This other economy of the body and of pleasures, about 
which in the meantime - with Bataille - we can only dream, 
would not be another economy of power, but a postmodern 
theory that would also give an account of the standards of 
critique already laid claim to implicitly. Until then, resistance 
can draw its motivation, if not its justification, only from the 
signals of body language, from that nonverbalizable language 
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of the body on which pain has been inflicted, which refuses to 
be sublated into discourse. 26 

Foucault cannot, of course, make this interpretation his own, 
though it surely finds a basis in some of his more revealing 
gestures. Otherwise, like Bataille, he would have to confer 
upon the other of reason the status that he has denied it, with 
good reason, ever since Madness and Civilization. He is defend­
ing himself against a naturalistic metaphysics that adulates the 
counterpower of prediscursive referents: "What you call 'nat­
uralism,"' he says in a reply to Bernard-Henri Levy in 1977, 
"signifies the idea that underneath power, with its acts of vio­
lence and its artifices, we should be able to rediscover the things 
themselves in their primordial vitality: behind asylum walls, the 
spontaneity of madness; in and through the penal system, the 
fertile unrest of delinquency; beneath sexual prohibitio,ns, the 
purity of desire."27 Because Foucault cannot accept this notion 
from Lebensphilosophie, he has likewise to refrain from respond­
ing to the question about the normative foundations of his 

critique. 

IV 

Foucault cannot adequately deal with the persistent problems 
that come up in connection with an interpretative approach to 
the object domain, a self-referential denial of universal validity 
claims, and a normative justification for critique. The cate­
gories of meaning, validity, and value are to be eliminated not 
only on the mctatheoretical, but on the empirical level as well. 
Genealogical historiography deals with an object domain from 
which the theory of power has erased all traces of communi­
cative actions entangled in lifeworld contexts. This suppression 
of basic concepts that could take into account the symbolic 
prestructuring of action systems burdens his empirical research 
with problems that, this time at least, Foucault does not ad­
dress. I will pick out two problems with a venerable history in 
classical social theory: the issues of how social order is possible 
at all, and of how individual and society are related to one 
another. 
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When, like Foucault, one admits only the model of processes 
of subjugation, of confrontations mediated by the body, of 
contexts of more or less consciously strategic action; when one 
excludes any stabilizing of domains of action in terms of values, 
norms, and processes of mutual understanding and offers for 
these mechanisms of social integration none of the familiar 
equivalents from systems or exchange theories; then one is 
hardly able to explain just how persistent local struggles could 
get consolidated into institutionalized power. Axel Honneth 
has energetically worked out this problematic. Foucault pre­
supposes in his descriptions institutionally sedimented disci­
plines, power practices, technologies of truth and of 
domination, but he cannot explain "how there can be derived 
from a social condition of uninterrupted struggle the aggregate 
state of a network of power, however momentary one conceives 
it as being."~H Conceptual difficulties similar to those raised by 
the epochal establishment of discourse and power formations 
are posed by the phenomena for which Durkheim introduced 
the key term "institutionalized individualism." 

If one admits only the model of empowerment, the sociali­
zation of succeeding generations can also be presented only in 
the image of wily confrontation. Then, however, the socializa­
tion of subjects capable of speech and action cannot be simul­
taneously conceived as individuation, but only as the 
progressive subsumption of bodies and of all vital substrata 
under technologies of power. The increasingly individualizing 
formative processes that penetrate ever broader social strata in 
societies with traditions that have become reflective and with 
action norms that are highly abstract, have to be artificially 
reinterpreted to make up for the categorial poverty of the 
empowerment model. Foucault, the theorist of power, encoun­
ters here the same problems as the institutionalist, Arnold 
Gehlen; 29 both theories lack a mechanism for social integration 
such as language, with its interlacing of the performative atti­
tudes of speakers and hearers, 30 which could explain the in­
dividuating effects of socialization. Just like Gehlen, Foucault 
compensates for this bottleneck in his basic concepts by purify­
ing the concept of individuation of all connotations of self­
determination and self-realization, and reducing it to an inner 
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world produced by external stimuli and fitted out with arbi­
trarily manipulable, representative contents. 

This time the difficulty docs not result from the lack of an 
equivalent for familiar constructions of the relationship be­
tween individual and society; rather, the issue is whether the 
model of an inflation of the psychic that is evoked by power 
techniques (or released by the disintegration of institutions) 
docs not make it necessary to bring the growth in subjective 
freedom under descriptions that render unrecognizable the 
experience of an expanded scope for expressive self-manifes­
tation and for autonomy. 

Foucault could, of course, turn back objections of this kind 
as petitio principii. Do they not rest on traditional problematics 
that for Foucault have long since become objectless- together 
with the human sciences from \vhosc horizon they come? We 
could only answer this question in the negative if what looks 
to us like a basic conceptual deficiency were also to affect the 
design and execution of empirical investigations and thus could 
be pinned down to specific readings and blindspots. l want at 
least to suggest a few perspectives from which an empirical 
critique of Foucault's history of the emergence of modern 
punishment and of sexuality might be carried out. 

Discipline and Punish is set up as a genealogy of scientifically 
rationalized penal law and of scientifically humanized penal 
practice. Those technologies of domination in which discipli­
nary power is expressed today form the common matrix for 
humanizing punishment awl for obtaining knowledge about 
human bcings.ll The rationalization of penal law and the hu­
manization of penal practice were set in motion at the close of 
the eighteenth century under the rhetorical umbrella of a re­
form movement that justified itself normatively in concepts of 
law and moralitv. Foucault wants to show that beneath this was 
concealed a bru.tal change in the practices of power- the rise 
of the modern regime of power. "an adaptation and a refine­
ment of the machinery that assumes responsibilitv for and 
places under suneillance their evervdav behavior, their iden­
tity, their activitv, their apparent!:,' unimportant gestures.":\~ 
Foucault can illustrate this thesis with impressive cases; ne\er­
thcless, the thesis is false in its generalitv. It contends that the 
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panopticism found in modern punishment is characteristic for 
the structure of societal modernization as a whole. Foucault 
can only propose this thesis in its generalized form because he 
is working with basic concepts of the theory of power for which 
the normative structures of the development of law remain 
elusive: Moral-practical learning processes have to present 
themselves to him as intensifications of processes of empow­
erment. This reduction is enacted in several steps. 

Foucault begins by analyzing the normative language game 
of rational natural law in connection with the latent functions 
that the discourse on authority has in the age of Classicism for 
the establishment and the exercise of absolutist state power. 
The sovereignty of the state that has a monopoly on violence 
is also expressed in the demonstrative forms of punishment 
that Foucault depicts in connection with the procedures of 
torture and ordeal. From the same functionalist perspective, 
he then describes the advances made by the Classical language 
game during the reform era of the Enlightenment. They cul­
minate, on the one hand, in the Kantian theory of morality 
and law and, on the other hand, in utilitarianism. Interestingly 
enough, Foucault does not go into the fact that these in turn 
serve the revolutionary establishment of a constitutionalized 
state power, which is to say, of a political order transferred 
ideologically from the sovereignty of the prince to the s<wer­
eignty of the people. This kind of regime is, after all, correlated 
with those normalizing forms of punishment that constitute 
the proper theme of Discipline and Punish. 

Because Foucault filters out the internal aspects of the de­
velopment of law, he can inconspicuously take a thi1'd and de­
ClSlVC step: vVhereas the sovereign power of Classical 
formations of power is constituted in concepts of right and 
l<n\·, this normative language game is supposed to be inapplic­
able to the disciplinary power of the modern age; the latter is 
suited only to empirical, at least nonjuridical, concepts having 
to do with the factual steering and organization of the behav­
ioral modes and the motives of a population rendered increas­
ingly manipulable by science: "The procedures of 
normalization come to be ever more constantly engaged in the 
colonization of those of the law. l believe that all this can 
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explain the global functioning of what I would call a society of 
normalization."~:~ As the transition from doctrines of natural 
law to those of natural societies shows,:H the complex life­
context of modern societies as a whole can as a matter of fact 
be less and less construed in the natural-law categories of con­
tractual relationships. However, this circumstance cannot jus­
tify the strategic decision (so full of consequences for Foucault's 
theory) to neglect the development of normative structures in 
connection with the modern formation of power. As soon as 
Foucault takes up the threads of the biopolitical establishment 
of disciplinary power, he lets drop the threads of the legal 
organization of the exercise of power and of the legitimation 
of the order of domination. Because of this, the ungrounded 
impression arises that the bourgeois constitutional state is a 
dysfunctional relic from the period of absolutism. 

This uncircumspect leveling of culture and politics to im­
mediate substrates of the application of violence explains the 
ostensible gaps in his presentation. That his history of modern 
penal justice is detached from the development of the consti­
tutional state might be defended on methodological grounds. 
The theoretical narrowing down to the system of carrying out 
punishment is more questionable. As soon as he passes from 
the Classical to the modern age, Foucault pays no attention 
whatsoever to penal law and to the law governing penal process. 
Otherwise, he \vould have had to submit the unmistakable gains 
in liberality and legal security, and the expansion of civil-rights 
guarantees even in this area, to an exact interpretation in terms 
of the theory of power. However, his presentation is utterly 
distorted by the fact that he also filters out of the history of 
penal practices itself all aspects of legal regulation. In prisons, 
indeed, just as in clinics, schools, and military installations, 

.. there do exist those "special power relationships" that have by 
no means remained undisturbed by an energetically advancing 
enactment of legal rights - Foucault himself has been politi­
cally engaged for this cause. 

This selectivity docs not take anything away from the im­
portance of his fascinating unmasking of the capillary effects 
of power. But his generalization, in terms of the theory of 
power, of such a selective reading hinders Foucault from per-
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ce1vmg the phenomenon actually in need of explanation: In 
the welfare-state democracies of the West, the spread of legal 
regulation has the structure of a dilemma, because it is the 
legal means for securing freedom that themselves endanger 
the freedom of their presumptive beneficiaries. Under the 
premises of his theory of power, Foucault so levels down the 
complexity of societal modernization that the disturbing par­
adoxes of this process cannot even become apparent to him. 

The same tendency toward a leveling of ambiguous phenom­
ena can be seen in Foucault's history of modern sexuality. This 
deals with the central area of internal nature becoming reflec­
tive, that is, of subjectivity in the early Romantic sense of an 
interiority capable of expressing itself. What is leveled down 
here is the problematic structure of a long-term process of 
individuation and interiorization (accompanied by techniques 
of disclosure and strategies of surveillance) that simultaneously 
creates new zones of alienation and normalization. Herbert 
Marcuse interpreted the contemporary phenomena of a sexual 
liberation that is controlled, socially regulated, and at the same 
time commercialized and administered, as "repressive desub­
limation." This analysis holds open the perspective of a liber­
ating desublimation. Foucault starts from the quite similar 
phenomenon of a sexuality that has been disqualified, reduced 
to a medium of control, and stripped of all eroticism - but he 
sees in it the telos, the revealed secret of sexual liberation. 
Behind the illusory emancipation there is entrenched a power 
that develops its productivity through an insidiously induced 
compulsion to confession and voyeurism. For Foucault, "sex­
uality" is equivalent to a discourse and power formation that 
validates the innocent demand for truthfulness in regard to 
one's own stimulations, instinctive desires, and experiences, to 
which one has privileged access; and this discourse and power 
formation effects an inconspicuous stimulation of bodies, an 
intensification of pleasures, and a shaping of spiritual energies. 
Since the end of the eighteenth century, a net of truth tech­
niques has been drawn about the masturbating child, the hys­
terical woman, the perverse adult, the procreating couple -
all the places surrounded by leering pedagogues, doctors, psy­
chologists, judges, family planners, etc. 
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One could show in detail how Foucault simplifies the highly 
complex process of a progressive problcmatization of internal 
nature into a linear history. In our context, however, what is 
primarily of interest is the peculiar filtering out of all the 
aspects under which the eroticization and internalization of 
subjective nature also meant a gain in freedom and expressive 
possibilities. C. Honegger warns against projecting present-day 
phenomena of repressive desublimation back into past history 
and suppressing once again the repressions of the past: "In 
the not too distant past there were commands of chastity for 
women, a production of female fridigity, a double standard for 
men, the stigmatizing of deviant sexual beh;wior, as well as all 
the kinds of degradation of love life about which Freud heard 
in his treatment room. ":Is Foucault's ol~jections against the 
Freudian model of the repression of drives, and emancipation 
through heightened awareness, have a surface plausibility; but 
this is clue to the fact that freedom, as the principle of mod­
ernity, cannot be really grasped by means of the basic concepts 
of the philosophy of the subject. 

In all attempts to grasp self-determination and self-realiza­
tion, that is, freedom in the moral and the aesthetic senses, 
with the tools of the philosophy of the subject, one immediately 
runs up against an ironic inversion of what is actually intended. 
Repression of the self is the converse side of an autonomy that 
is pressed into subject-object relationships; the loss - and the 
narcissistic fear of loss - of self is the converse of an expres­
sivity brought under these concepts. That the moral subject 
has to make an object of itself, that the expressive su~ject must 
surrender itself as such or, from fear of externalizing itself in 
objects, close in upon itself, does not correspond to the intui­
tion of freedom and liberation· rather it brings to light the ' ' (_ { 

constraints upon thought proper to the philosophy of the sub-
ject. Along with subject and object, however, Foucault also 
throws overboard that intuition that was to have been concep­
tualized in terms of "subjectivity." To be sure, as long as we 
on~y take into account subjects representing and dealing with 
objects, and subjects who externalize themselves in objects or 
can relate to themselves as objects, it is not possible to conceive 
of socialization as individuation and to write the history of 
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modern sexuality also from the point of view that the internal­
ization of subjective nature makes individuation possible. But 
along with the philosophy of the subject, Foucault also gets rid 
of the problems with respect to which that philosophy broke 
down. In place of socialization as individuating (V·ihich remains 
unconceptualized), he puts the concept of a fragmenting em­
powerment, a concept that is not up to the ambiguous phe­
nomena of modernity. From his perspective, socialized 
individuals can only be perceived as exemplars, as standardized 
products of some discourse formation - as individual copies 
that are mechanically punched out. Gehlen, who thought from 
opposite political motives, but also from a similar theoretical 
perspective, made no secret of this: "A personality: that is an 
institution in a single instance.":lG 



XI 

An Alternative Way out of the 
Philosophy of the Subject: 
Communicative versus 
Subject-Centered Reason 

I 

The aporias of the theory of power leave their traces behind 
in the selective readings of genealogical historiography, 
whether of modern penal procedure or of sexuality in modern 
times. Unsettled methodological problems are reflected in em­
pirical deficits. Foucault did indeed provide an illuminating 
critique of the entanglement of the human sciences in the 
philosophy of the subject: These sciences try to escape from 

, the aporetic tangles of contradictory self-thematization by a 
I subject seeking to know itself, but in doing so they become all 
the more deeply ensnared in the self-reifications of scientism. 
However, Foucault did not think through the aporias of his 
own approach well enough to see how his theory of power was 
overtaken bv a fate similar to that of the human sciences rooted 
in the philo~ophy of the subject. His theory tries to rise above 
those pseudo-sciences to a more rigorous objectivity, and in 
doing so it gets caught all the more hopelessly in the trap of a 
presentist historiography, which sees itself compelled to a re­
lativist self-denial and can give no account of the normative 
foundations of its own rhetoric. To the objectivism of self­
mastery on the part of the human sciences there corresponds 
a. subjectivism of self-forgetfulness on Foucault's part. Presen­
tism, relativism, and cryptonormativism are the consequences 
of his attempt to preserve the transcendental moment proper 
to generative performances in the basic concept of power while 
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driving from it every trace of sul~jectivity. This concept of 
power does not free the genealogist from contradictory self­
thematizations. 

Hence it would be a good idea to return once again to the 
unmasking of the human sciences through the critique of rca­
son, but this time in full awareness of a fact that the successors 
of Nietzsche stubbornly ignore. They do not see that the philo­
sophical counterdiscourse which, from the start, accompanied 
the philosophical discourse of modernity initiated by Kant al­
ready drew up a counterreckoning for subjectivity as the prin­
ciple of modernity. 1 The basic conceptual aporias of the 
philosophy of consciousness, so acutely diagnosed by Foucault 
in the final chapter of The Order of Things, were already ana­
lyzed by Schiller, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel in a similiar 
fashion. To be sure, the solutions they offer are quite different. 
But if, now, the theory of power also fails to provide a way out 
of this problematic situation, it behooves us to retrace the path 
of the philosophical discourse of modernity back to its starting 
point - in order to examine once again the directions once 
suggested at the chief crossroads. This is the intention behind 
these lectures. You will recall that I marked the places where 
the young Hegel, the young Marx, and even the Heidegger of 
Being and Time and Derrida in his discussion with Husserl stood 
before alternative paths they did not choose. 

With Hegel and Marx, it would have been a matter of not 
swallowing the intuition concerning the ethical totality back 
into the horizon of the self-reference of the knowing and acting 
subject, but of explicating it in accord with the model of un­
constrained consensus formation in a communication com­
munity standing under cooperative constraints. With 
Heidegger and Derrida it would have been a matter of ascrib­
ing the meaning-creating horizons of world interpretation not 
to a Dasein heroically pr~jecting itself or to a background 
occurrence that shapes structures, but rather to communica­
tively structured lifeworlds that reproduce themselves via the 
palpable medium of action oriented to mutual agreement. At 
these places, I have already suggested that the paradigm of the 
knowledge of objects has to be replaced by the paradigm of 
mutual understanding between su~jects capable of speech and 
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action. Hegel and Marx did not achieve this paradigm-change; 
in their attempt to leave behind the metaphysics of subjectivity, 
Heidegger and Derrida likewise remain caught up in the in­
tention of Urspnmg.ljJhilosophie. From the point where he gave 
a threefold analysis of the compulsion to an aporetic doubling 
on the part of the self-referential sul~jcct, Foucault veered off 
into a theory of power that has shown itself to be a dead end. 
He follows Heidegger and Derrida in the abstract negation of 
the self-referential subject, inasmuch as, put briefly, he declares 
"man" to be nonexistent. But unlike them, he no longer at­
tempts to compensate, by way of temporalized originary pow­
ers, for the lost order of things that the metaphysically isolated 
and structurally overburdened subject tries in vain to renew 
from its own forces. In the end, the transcendental-historicist 
"power," the single constant in the ups and downs of over­
whelming and overwhelmed discourses, proves to be only an 
equivalent for the "life" [Leben] of the hoary Lebemphilosophie. 
A more viable solution suggests itself if we drop the somewhat 
sentimental presupposition of metaphysical homelessness, and 
if we understand the hectic to and fro between transcendental 
and empirical modes of dealing ·with issues, between radical 
self-reflection and an incomprehensible clement that cannot 
be reflectively retrieved, between the productivity of a self­
generating species and a primordial clement prior to all pro­
duction - that is to say, when we understand the puzzle of all 
these doublings for what it is: a symptom of exhaustion. The 
paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness is exhausted. If 
this is so, the symptoms of exhaustion should dissolve with the 
transition to the paradigm of mutual understanding. 

If we can presuppose for a moment the model of action 
oriented to reaching understanding that I have developed else­
where,~ the objectifving attitude in which the knowing subject 
regards itself as it would entities in the external world is no 
longer jnivileg;ed. Fundamental to the paradigm of mutual un­
derstanding is, rather, the perfonnative attitude of participants 
in interaction, who coordinate their plans for action by coming 
to an understanding about something in the world. When ego 
carries out a speech act and alter takes up a position with 
regard to it, the two parties enter into an interpersonal rela-
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tionship. The latter is structured by the system of recip-rocally 
interlocked perspectives among speakers, hearers, and non­
participants who happen to be present at the time. On the level 
of grammar, this corresponds to the system of personal pro­
nouns. Whoever has been trained in this system has learned 
how, in the performative attitude, to take up and to transform 
into one another the perspectives of the first, second, and third 
persons. 

Nmv this attitude of participants in linguistically mediated 
interaction makes possible a different relationship of the subject 
to itself from the sort of objectifying attitude that an observer 
assumes toward entities in the external world. The transcen­
dental-empirical doubling of the relation to self is only un­
avoidable so long as there is no alternative to this observer­
perspective; only then docs the subject have to view itself as 
the dominating counterpart to the world as a whole or as an 
entity appearing within it. No mediation is possible between 
the extramundane stance of the transcendental I and the in­
tramunclanc stance of the empirical I. As soon as linguistically 
generated intersubjectivit y gains primacy, this alternative no · 
longer applies. Then ego stands within an interpersonal rela-1 

tionship that allows him to relate to himself as a participant in 
an interaction from the perspective of alter. And indeed this 
reHection undertaken from theiperspective of the participant 
escapes the kind of objectification inevitable from the reflex­
ively applied perspective of the observer. Everything gets froc 
zen into an object under the gaze of the third person, whether 
directed inwardly or outwardly. The first person, who turns 
back upon himself in a performative attitude from the angle 
of vision of the second person, can recapitulate [nachvollziefwn] 
the acts it just carried out. In place of reflectively objectified 
knowledge - the knowledge proper to self-consciousness -
we have a recapitulating reconstruction of knowledge already 
employed. 

\Vhat earlier was relegated to transcendental philosophy, 
namely the intuitive analysis of self-consciousness, now gets 
adapted to the circle of reconstructive sciences that try to make 
explicit, from the perspective of those participating in dis­
courses and interactions, and by means of analyzing successful 

/ 
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or distorted utterances, the pretheoretical grasp of rules on 
the part of competently speaking, acting, and knowing subjects. 
Because such reconstructive attempts are no longer aimed at a 
realm of the intelligible beyond that of appearances, but at the 

, actually exercised rule-knowledge that is deposited in correctly 
generated utterances, the ontological separation between the 
transcendental and the empirical is no longer applicable. As 
can be shown in connection with Jean Piaget's genetic struc­
turalism, reconstructive and empirical assumptions can be 
brought together in one and the same theory. 3 In this way, the 
spell of an unresolved back-and-forth between two aspects of 
self-thcmatization that arc as inevitable as they are incompati­
ble is broken. Consequently, we do not need hybrid theories 
any more to close the gap between the transcendental and the 
empirical. 

The same holds true for the doubling of the relation to self 
in the dimension of making the unconscious conscious. Here, 
according to Foucault, the thought of subject philosophy oscil­
lates back and forth between heroic exertions bent on reflec­
tively transforming what is in-itself into what is for-itself, and 
the recognition of an opaque background that stubbornly es­
capes the transparency of self-consciousness. If we make the 
transition to the paradigm of mutual understanding, these two 
aspects of self-thematization arc no longer incompatible. In­
sofar as speakers and hearers straightforwardly achieve a mu­
tual understanding about something in the world, they move 
within the horizon of their common lifeworld; this remains in 
the background of the participants - as an intuitively known, 
unproblematic, and unanalyzable, holistic background. The 
speech situation is the segment of a lifeworld tailored to the 
rele\'cllH theme; it both forms a context and furnishes resources 
for the process of mutual understanding. The lifeworld forms 
a horizon and at the same time offers a store of things taken 
for granted in the given culture from which communicative 
participants draw consensual interpretative patterns in their 
efforts at interpretation. The solidarities of groups integrated 
bv values and the competenccs of socialized individuals belong, 
as do culturally ingrained background assumptions, to the com­
ponents of the lifeworld. 

299 
Communicative versus Subject-Centered Reason 

In order to be able to make these kinds of statements, vve 
naturally have tc) -imdertake a change in perspective: We can 
only get insight irito the lifeworld a tergo. From the straight­
forward perspective of acting subjects oriented to mutual un­
derstanding, the lifeworld that is always only "co-given" has to 
~vade thematization. As a totality that makes possible the ident­
ities and biographical projec~ts of groups and individuals, it is 
present only prerefiectivelyllndeed, the practically employed 
rule-knowledge sedimented in utterances can be reconstructed 
from the perspective of participants, but not the ever-receding 
context and the alwflys-in-the-background resources of the li­
feworld as a whole. \we need a theoretically constitutrd perspective;· i!{ 
to be able to treat communicative action as the medium 

', ' 
through which the lifeworld as a whole is reproducecC Even 
from this vantage point, only formal-pragmatic statements are 
possible, statements related to the structures of the lifeworld 
in general, and not to determinate lifeworlds in their concrete 
historical configurations. Of course,,lnteraction participants 
then no longer appear as originators who master situations 
with the help of accountable actions, but as the products of the 
traditions in which they stand, of the solidary groups to which 
they belong, and of the socialization processes within which 
they grow up. This is to say that the lifeworld reproduces itself 
to the extent that these three functions, which transcend the 
perspectives of the actors, are fulfilled: the propagation of_:. -
cultural traditions, the integration of groups by norms and 
values, and the socialization of succeeding generations. But-­
what comes into view in this manner are the properties of 
communicatively structured lifeworlds in general.· 

Whoever wants to become reflectively aware of the individual 
totality of any individual biography or of a particular way of 
life has to recur to the perspective of the participants, give up 
the intention of rational reconstruction, and simply proceed 
historically. Narrative tools can, if necessary, be stylized into a 
dialogically u)nducted self-critique,, for which the analytic con-' 
versation between doctor and patient offers a suitable model. 
This self-critique, which is aimed at eliminating pseudo-nature, 
that is, the pseudo-aprioris made up of unconsciously moti­
vated perceptual barriers and compulsions to action, is related 
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to the narratively recollected entirety of a course of life or wav 
of life. The analytic dissolution of hypostatizations, of self­
engendered objective illusions, is due to an experience of re­
flection. But its liberating force is directed toward single illu­
sions: It cannot make transparent the totality of a course of life 
in the process of individuation or of a collective way of life. 

The two heritages of self-reHection that get beyond the limits 
of the philosophy of consciousness have different aims and 
scopes. Rational reconstrurtion .. 'subscribes to the program of 
heightening consciousness, but is directed to>vard anonymous 
rule systems and does not refer to totalities. In contrast, meth­
odically carried out seif-critiqur is related to totalities, and yet in 
the awareness that it can never completely illuminate the im­
plicit, the prepredicative, the not focally present background 
of the lifeworld. 1 As can be shown through the example of 
psychoanalysis, as interpreted in terms of communication the­
ory,5 the two procedures of reconstruction and of self-critique 
can still be brought together within the framework of one and 
the same theory. These two aspects of self-thematization on 
the part of the knowing subject are also not irreconcilable; in 
this respect, too, hybrid theories that overcome contradictions 
by force are superHuous. 

Something similar holds true of the third doubling of the 
subject as an originally creative actor simultaneously alienated 
from its origin. If the formal-pragmatic concept of the life­
world is going to be made fruitful for the purposes of social 
theory, it has to be transformed into an empirically usable 
concept and integrated with the concept of a self-regulating 
system into a two-level concept of society. Furthermore, a care­
ful separation between problems of developmental logic and 
those of developmental dynamics is necessary so that social 
evolution and social history can be methoclicallv discriminated 
from each other and related to each other. Finaliy, social theory 
has to remain aware of the context of its own emergence and 
of its position in the contemporary context; even basic concepts 
that are starkly universalist have a temporal core.6 If, with the 
aid of these operations, one succeeds in steering between the 
Scylla of absolutism and the Charybdis of relativism/ we are 
no longer faced with the alternatives of the conception of world 
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history as a process of self-generation (whether of the spirit or 
of the species), on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the 
conception of an impenetrable dispensation that makes the 
power of lost origins felt through the negativity of withdrawal 
and deprival. 

I cannot go into these complicated interconnections here. I 
only wanted to suggest how a paradigm-change can render 
()b.jectless those dilemmas out of which Foucault s:xplains the 
perilous dynamics_ of a subjectivity that is bent on knowledge 
and falls prey__~()_ ps~us!~>-sciences. The change of paradigm 
from subject-centered to communicative reason· also encour­
ages us to resume once again the counterdiscourse that accom­
panied modernity from the beginning. Since Nietzsche's radical 
critique of reason cannot be consistently carried out along the 
lines of a critique of metaphysics or of a theory of power, we 
are directed toward a dif{errnt way out of the p_hilosophy of the 
subject. Perhaps the grounds for the self-critique of a modern­
ity in collapse can be considered under other premises such 
that we can do justice to the motives, virulent since Nietzsche, 
for a precipitous leavetaking of modernity. It must be made 
clear that thc.purism of pure reason is not resurrected again 
in communicative reason. 

II 

During the last decade, the radical critique of reason has be­
come fashionable. A study by Hartmut and Gernot Bohme, 
who take up Foucault's idea of the rise of the modern form of 
knowledge in connection with to the work and biography of 
Kant, is exemplary in theme and execution. In the style of a 
historiography of science expanded by cultural and social his­
tory, the authors take a look, so to speak, at what goes on 
behind the back of the critique of pure and of practical reason. 
For example, they seek the real motives for the critique of 
reason in the debate with the spiritual clairvoyant, Swedenborg, 
in whom Kant is supposed to have recognized his clark twin, 
his repressed counterimage. They pursue these motives into 
the sphere of the personal, into the, as it were, abstract conduct 
(turned away from everything sexual, bodily, and imaginative) 



30~ 

Lecture XI 

of a scholarly life marked by hypochondria, crotchetiness, and 
immobility. The authors marshal before our eyes the "costs of 
reason" in terms of psychohistory. They undertake this cost/ 
benefit accounting ingenuously with psychoanalytic arguments 
and document it with historical data, though without being 
able to specify the place at which such arguments could claim 
any weight - if indeed the thesis they are concerned with is 
supposed to make sense. 

Kant had carried out his critique of reason from reason's 
own perspective, that is to say, in· the form of a rigorously 
argued self-limitation of reason. If, now, the production <:osts 
of this self-confining reason (which places anything metaphys­
ical off limits) are to be made clear, we require a horizon of 
reason reaching beyond this drawing of boundaries in which 
the transcending discourse that adds up the bill can operate. 
This further radicalized critique of reason would have to pos­
tulate a more far-reaching and comprehensive reason. But the 
Bohme brothers do not intend to cast out the devil by Beel­
zebub; instead, with Foucault, they see in the transition from 
an exclusive reason (in the Kantian mold) to a comprehensive 
reason merely "the completion of the power-technique of ex­
clusion by the power-technique of permeation."H If they were 
to be consistent, their own investigation of the other of reason 
would have to occupy a position utterly heterogeneous to rea­
son - but what does consistency count for in a place that is a 
priori inaccessible to rational discourse? In this text, the para­
doxes repeatedly played out since Nietzsche leave behind no 
recognizable traces of unrest. This methodological enmity to­
ward reason may have something to do with the type of his­
torical innocence with which studies of this kind today move 
in the no-man's-land between argumentation narration and 
fiction.' 1 The New Critique of R~ason suppr~sses that almost 
200-year-old counterdiscourse inherent in modernity itself 
which I am trying to recall in these lectures. 

The latter discourse set out from Kantian philosophy as an 
unconscious expression of the modern age and pursued the 
goal of enlightening the Enlightenment about its own narrow­
mindedness. The New Critique of Reason denies the continuity 
with this counterdiscourse, within which it nevertheless still 
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stands: "No longer can it be a matter of completing the project 
of modernity (Habcrmas); it has to be a matter of revising it. 
Also, the Enlightenment has not remained incomplete, but 
unenlightened." 10 The intention of revising the Enlightenment 
with the very tools of the Enlightenment is, however, what 
united the critics of Kant from the start- Schiller with Schle­
gel, Fichte with the Tiibingen seminarians. Further on we read: 
"Kant's philosophy was initiated as the enterprise of drawing 
boundaries. But nothing was said about the fact that drawing 
boundaries is a dynamic process, that reason retreated to firm 
ground and abandoned other areas, that drawing boundaries 
means self-inclusioq and exclusion of others." At the start of 
our lectures, we saw how Hegel, along with Schelling and 
Holderlin, saw as so many provocations the philosophy of re­
flection's achievements of delimitation - the opposition of 
faith and knowledge, of infinite and finite, the separation of 
spirit and nature, of understanding and sensibility, of duty and 
inclination. We saw how they tracked the estrangement of an 
overblown subjective reason from internal and external nature 
right into the "positivities" of the demolished Sittlichkeit of 
everyday political and private life. Indeed, Hegel saw the van­
ishing of the power of reconciliation from the life of mankind 
as the source of an o~jective need for philosophy. At any rate, 
he interpreted the boundaries drawn by subject-centered rca­
son not as exclusions from but as dichotomies within reason, 
and ascribed to philosophy an access to the totalilty that encom­
passes within itself subjective reason and its other. Our authors' 
distrust is directed against this, when they continue: "Whatever 
reason is, however, remains unclear as long as its other is not 
thought along with it (in its irreducibility). For reason can be 
deceived about itself, take itself to be the whole (Hegel), or 
pretend to comprehend the totality." 

This is just the objection that the Young Hegelians once 
made good against the master. They brought a suit against 
absolute reason in which the other of reason, what is always 
prior to it, was supposed to be rehabilitated in its own proper 
right. The concept of a situated reason issued from this process 
of desublimation; its relationship to the historicity of time, to 
the facticity of external nature, to the decentered subjectivity 
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of internal nature, and to the material character of society was 
defined neither by inclusion nor by exclusion, but by a praxis 
of projecting and developing essential powers that takes place 
under conditions "not themselves chosen." Society is portrayed 
as practices in which reason is embodied. This praxis takes 
place in the dimension of historical time; it m_~diat~?_ the inner 
nature of needful individuals with an external nature objecti­
fied by )abor, within the horizon of a surrounding cosmic na­
ture. This social practice is the place where a historically 
situated, bodily incarnated r~ason, confronted by external na­
ture, is concretely mediated with its other. Whether this me­
diating practice is successful depends on its internal 
constitution, on the degrees of bifurcation and of reconciliation 
in the socially institutionalized context of life. What was called 
the system of egoism and divided ethical totality in Schiller and 
Hegel is transformed by Marx into a society split into social 
classes. Just as in Schiller and in the young Hegel, the social 
bond- that is, the community-forming and solidarity-building 
force of unalienated cooperation and living together - ulti­
mately decides whether reason embodied in social practices is 
in touch with history and nature. It is the dichotomized society 
itself that exacts the repression of death, the leveling of histor­
ical consciousness, and the subjugation of both internal and 
external nature. 

Within the context of the philosophy of history, the praxis 
philosophy of the young Marx has the significance of discon­
necting Hegel's model of diremption from an inrlusi·ue concept 
of reason that incorporated even the other of reason in its 
totality. The reason of praxis philosophy is· understood as fi­
nite; nevertheless it remains tied to a comprehensi·ue reason -
in the form of a critical social theorv - insofar as it realizes 
that it could not identify the historical. limits of subject-centered 
reason - as embodied in bourgeois social relations - without 
transcending them. Whoever fastens obstinately upon the 
model of exclusion has to be closed to this Hegelian insight, 
which, as is evident in Marx, can be had without paying the 
price of abolutizing the spirit. From such a restricted perspec­
tive, the Hegelian defect attending the birth of post-Hegelian 
theory is still also effective "where reason is criticized as instru-
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mental, repressive, narrow: in Horkheimer and Adorno. Their 
critique still takes place in the name of a superior reason, 
namely, the comprehensive reason, to which the intention of 
totality is conceded, though it was always disputed when it came 
to real reason. There is no comprehensive reason. One should 
have learned from Freud or even from Nietzsche that reason 
docs not exist apart from its other and that - functionally 
considered- it becomes necessary in virtue of this other." 11 

\Vith this assertion, the Bohme brothers call to mind the 
place where Nietzsche, having recourse to the Romantic heri­
tage, once set a totalizing critique of reason in opposition to an 
intrinsically dialectical Enlightenment. The dialectic of enlight­
enment would indeed only have played itself out if reason were 
robbed of any transcendent force and, in virtual impotence, 
remained confined, in the madness of its autonomy, to those 
boundaries that Kant had defined for understanding and for 
any state based on understanding: "That the subject of reason 
wants to owe no one and nothing outside itself is its ideal and 
its insanity at once." 1 ~ Only if reason shows itself to be essen­
tially narcissistic - an identifying, only seemingly universal 
power, bent upon self-assertion and particular self-aggrandize­
ment, subjugating everything around it as an object- can the 
other of reason be thought for its part as a spontaneous, cre­
ative power that is at the ground of Being, a povver that is 
simultaneously vital and unperspicuous, that is no longer illu­
minated by any spark of reason. Only reason as reduced to the 
subjective faculty of understanding and purposive activity cor­
responds to the image of an exclusive reason that further up­
roots itself the more it strives triumphally for the heights, until, 
withered, it falls victim to the power of its concealed hetero­
geneous origin. The dynamism of self-destruction, in which 
the secret of the dialectic of enlightenment supposedly comes 
to light, can only function if reason cannot produce anything 
from itself except that naked power to which it actually hopes 
to provide an alternative, namely the unforced force of a better 
insight. 

This move explains, moreover, the drastic leveling of Kant's 
architectonic of reason that results from the Nietzsche-inspired 
reading of Kant; it has to obliterate the connection of the 
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critiques of pure and practical reason with the critique ofjudg­
ment, so as to reduce the former to a theory of alienated, 
external nature and the latter to a theory of domination over 
internal nature. 13 

Whereas the diremption model of reason distinguishes solidary 
social practice as the locus of a historically situated reason in 
which the threads of outer nature, inner nature, and society 
converge, in the exclusion model of reason the space opened up 
by utopian thought gets completely filled in with an irrecon­
cilable reason reduced to bare power. Here social practice only 
serves as the st;;tge upon which disciplinary power finds ever 
new scenarios. It is haunted by a reason denied the power to 
gain access, without coercion, to what is prior to it. In its 
putative sovereignty, reason that has evaporated into subjectiv­
ity becomes the plaything of unmediated forces working upon 
it, as it were, mechanically- forces of the internal and external 
nature that have been excluded and rendered into objects. 

The other of this self-inflated subjectivity is no longer the 
dirempted totality, which makes itself felt primarily in the av­
enging power of destroyed reciprocities and in the fateful cau­
sality of distorted communicative relationships, as well as 
through suffering from the disfigured totality of social life, 
from alienated inner and outer nature. In the model of exclu­
sion, this complicated structure of a subjective reason that is 
socially divided and thereby torn away from nature is peculiarly 
de-differentiated: "The other of reason is nature, the human 
body, fantasy, desire, the feelings- or better: all this insofar 
as reason has not been able to appropriate it." 14 Thus, it is 
directlv the vital forces of a split-off and repressed subjective 
nature, it is the sorts of phenomena rediscovered by Roman­
ticism - dreams, fantasies, madness, orgiastic excitement, ec­
stacy - it is the aesthetic, body-centered experiences of a 
decentered subjectivity that function as the placeholders for 
the other of reason. To be sure, early Romanticism still wanted 
~o ~stablish art, in the form of a new mythology, as a public 
mstJtution in the midst of social life;1 it wanted to elevate the 
~xcitement radiating from this into an equivalent for the unify­
mg power of religion. Nietzsche was the first to transfer this 
potential for excitement into the beyond of modern society 
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and of history overall. The modern origin of aesthetic expe-l v 
rience heightened in an avant-garde fashion remains 
concealed. 

The potential for excitement, stylized into the other of rea­
son, becomes at once esoteric and pseudonymous; it comes up/, 
under different names - as Being, as the heterogeneous, as 
power. The cosmic nature of the metaphysicians and the God 
of the philosophers become blurred into an enchanting remi­
niscence, a moving remembrance on the part of the meta­
physically and religiously isolated subject. The order from 
which this subject has emancipated himself- which is to say, 
internal and external nature in their unalienated form - ap­
pears now only in the past tense, as the archaic origin of 
metaphysics for Heidegger, as a turning pont in the archeology 
of the human sciences for Foucault- and also, somewhat more 
fashionably, as follows: "Separated from the body, whose libi­
dinous potencies could have supplied images of happiness, 
separated from a maternal nature, which embraced the archaic 
image of symbiotic wholeness and nurturing protection, sepa­
rated from the feminine, mingling with which belonged to the 
primal images of happiness - the philosophy of a reason 
robbed of all images generated only a grandiose consciousness 
of the superiority in principle of the intelligible over nature 
and over the lowliness of the body and the woman .... Philos­
ophy attributed to reason an omnipotence, infinity, and future 
perfection, whereas the lust childlike relationship to nature did not 
appear." 15 

Nonetheless, these recollections of origins by the modern 
subject serve as points of reference for responses to the ques­
tion that the more consistent among Nietzsche's followers did 
not try to evade. As long as we speak in narrative form of the 
other of reason (whatever it might be called), and as long as 
this factor that is heterogeneous to discursive thought comes 
up in portrayals of the history of philosophy and science as a 
name without any further qualifications, the pose of innocence 
cannot make up for this underselling of the critique of reason 
inaugurated by Kant. In Heidegger and Foucault, subjective 
nature as the placeholder for the other has disappeared, be­
cause it can no longer be declared the other of reason once it 
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is brought into scientific discourse as the individual or collective 
unconscious in the concepts of Freud or Jung, of Lacan or 
Levi-Strauss. vVhether in the form of meditative thought [An­
denkrn] or of genealogy, Heidegger and Foucault want to ini-

, tiate a special discourse that claims to operate outside the horizon 
of reason without being utterly irrational. To be sure, this 
merely shifts the paradox. 

Reason is supposed to be criticizable in its historical forms 
from the perspective of the other that has been excluded from 
it; this requires, then, an ultimate act of self-reflection that 
surpasses itself, and indeed an act of reason for which the place 
of the genitivus suhjectivus would have to be occupied by the 
other of reason. Subjectivity, as the relation-to-self of the lzuow­
ing and acting subject, is represented in the bipolar relationship, 
of self-reflection. This figure is retained, and yet subjectivity is 
supposed to appear only in the place reserved for the object. 
Heidegger and Foucault elaborate this paradox in a structur­
ally similar way, inasmuch as they generate what is heteroge­
neous to reason by way of a self-exiling of reason, a banishing 
of reason from its own territory. This operation is understood 
as an unmasking reversal of the self-idolizing that subjectivity 
carries on and at the same time conceals from itself. In the 
process, it ascribes attributes to itself that it borrmvs from the 
shattered religious and metaphysical concepts of order. Con­
versely, the other they seek, which is heterogeneous to reason 
and still related to it as its heterogeneous factor, results from 
a radical hnitizing of the absolute for which subjectivity had 
falsely substituted itself. As we have seen, Heidegger chooses 
time as the dimension of finitizing and conceives the other of 
reason as an anonymous, primordial power, set atlow tempo­
rally; Foucault chooses the dimension of spatial centering in 
the experience of one's own body and conceives the other of 
reason as the anonymous source of the empowerment of in­
teractions tied to the body. 

We have seen that this elaboration of the paradox by no 
means amounts to its solution; the paradox is withdrawn into 
the special status of extraordinary discourse. Just as meditative 
thought pertains to a mystified Being, genealogy pertains to 
power. Meditative thought is supposed to open up a privileged 

309 
Communicative versus Subject-Centered Reason 

access to metaphysically buried truth; genealogy is supposed 
to take the place of the apparently degenerate human sciences. 
Whereas Heidegger remains reticent about the kind of privi­
lege that is his - so that one is not sure of how the genre of 
his late philosophy could be judged in any sense - Foucault 
has carried out his work unpretentiously to the very last, in the 
awareness of being unable to dodge his methodological aporias. 

III 

The spatial metaphor of inclusive and exclusive reason reveals 
that the supposedly radical critique of reason remains tied to 
the presuppositions of the philosophy of the subject from 
which it wanted to free itself. Only a reason to which we ascribe 
a "power of the keys" could either include or exclude. Hence, 
inside and outside are linked with domination and subjugation; 
and the overcoming of reason-as-powerholder is linked with 
breaking open the prison gates and vouchsafing release into 
an indeterminate freedom. Thus, the other of reason remains 
the mirror image of reason in power. Surrender and letting­
be remain as chained to the desire for control as the rebellion 
of counterpower does to the oppression of power. Those who 
would like to leave all paradigms behind along with the para­
digm of the philosophy of consciousness, and go forth into the 
clearing of postmodernity, will just not be able to free them­
selves from the concepts of subject-centered reason and its 
impressively illustrated topography. 

Since early Romanticism, limit experiences of an aesthetic 
and mystical kind have always been claimed for the purpose 
of a rapturous transcendence of the subject. The mystic is 
blinded by the light of the absolute and closes his eyes; aesthetic 
ecstasy finds expression in the stunning and dizzying effects of 
(the illuminating) shock. In both cases, the source of the ex­
perience of being shaken up evades any specification. In this 
indeterminacy, we can make out only the silhouette of the 
paradigm under attack- the outline of what has been decon­
structed. In this constellatf<m, which persists from Nietzsche to 
Heidegger and Foucault,! there arises a readiness for excite­
ment without any proper object; )in its wake, subcultures are 
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formed which simultaneously allay and keep alive their excite­
ment in the face of future truths (of which they have been 
notified in an unspecified way) by means of cultic actions with­
out any cultic object. This scurrilous game with religiously and 
aesthetically toned ecstasy finds an audience especially in circles 
of intellectuals who are prepared to make their sacrijicium in­
tellectus on the altar of their needs for orientation. 

But here, too, a paradigm only loses its force when it is 
negated in a determinate manner by a different paradigm, that 
is, when it is devalued in an insightful way; it is certainly resistant 
to any simple invocation of the extinction of the subject. Even 
the furious labor of deconstruction has identifiable conse­
quences only when the paradigm of self-consciousness, of the 
relation-to-self of a subject knowing and acting in -isolation, is 
replaced by a different one - by the paradigm of mutual 
understanding, that is, of the intersubjective relationship be­
tween individuals who are socialized through communication 
and reciprocally recognize one another. Only then does the 
critique of the domineering thought of subject-centered reason 
emerge in a determinate form- namely, as a critique of Western 
"logocentrism," which is diagnosed not as an excess but as a 
deficit of rationality. Instead of overtrumping modernity, it 
takes up again the counterdiscourse inherent in modernity and 
leads it away from the battle lines between Hegel and 
Nietzsche, from which there is no exit. This critique renounces 
the high-fiown originality of a return to archaic origins; it 
unleashes the subversive force of modern thought itself against 
the paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness that was in­
stalled in the period from Descartes to Kant. 

The critique of the Western emphasis on logos inspired by 
Nietzsche proceeds in a destructive manner. It demonstrates 
that the embodied, speaking and acting subject is not master 
in its own house; it draws from this the conclusion that the 
sul~ject positing itself in knowledge is in fact dependent upon 
something prior, anonymous, and transsubjective- be it the 
dispensation of Being the accident of structure-formation or 
the generative powe1~ 'of some discourse formation. The lo,gos 
of an omnipotent subject thus appears as a misadventure of 
misguided specialization, which is as rich in consequences as it 
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is wrongheaded. The hope awakened by such post-Nietzschean 
analyses has constantly the same quality of expectant indeter­
minacy. Once the defenses of subject-centered reason are 
razed, the logos, which for so long had held together an inte­
riority protected by power, hollow within and aggressive with­
out, will collapse into itself. It has to be delivered over to its 
other, whatever that may be. 

A different, less dramatic. but step-by-step testable critique 
of the Western emphasis on logos starts from an attack on the 
ahsJractions surrounding logos itself, as free of language, as 
universalist, and as disembodied. It conceives of intcrsubjective 
understanding as the ·telos inscribed into communication in 
ordinary language, and of the logocentrism of Western 
thought, heightened by the philosophy of consciousness, as a 
systematic foreshortening and distortion of a potential always al­
ready operative in the communicative practice of everyday life, 
but only selectively exploited. As long as Occidental self-un­
derstanding views human beings as distinguished in their re­
lationship to the world by their monopoly on encountering 
entities, knowing and dealing with objects, making true state­
ments, and implementing plans, reason remains confined on­
tologically, epistemologically, or in terms of linguistic analysis 
to only one of its dimensions. The relationship of the human 
being to the world is cognitivistically reduced: Ontologically, 
the world is reduced to the world of entities as a whole (as the 
totality of objects that can be represented and of existing states 
of affairs); epistemologically, our relationship to that world is 
reduced to the capacity to know existing states of affairs or to 
bring them about in a purposive-rational fashion; semantically, 
it is reduced to fact-stating discourse in which assertoric sen­
tences arc used - and no validitv claim is admitted besides 

/ 

propositional truth, which is available in foro interno. 
Language philosophy - from Plato to Popper - has con­

centrated this logocentrism into the affirmation that the lin­
'guistic function of representing states of affairs is the sole 
human monopoly. Whereas human beings share the so-called 
appellative and expressive functions (Btihler) with animals, 
only the representative function is supposed to be constitutive 
of reason. 11

' However, evidence from more recent ethology, 
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especially experiments with the artificially induced acquisition 
of language by chimpanzees, teaches us that it is not the use 
of propositions per se, but only the communicative use of prop­
ositionally differentiated language that is proper to our socio­
cultural form of life and is constitutive for the level of a 
genuinely social reproduction of life. In terms of language 
philosophy, the equiprimordiality and equal value of the three 
fundamental linguistic functions come into view as soon as we 
abandon the analytic level of the judgment or the sentence and 
expand our analysis to speech acts, precisely to the communi­
cHive use of sentences. Elementary speech acts display a struc­
ture in which three components are mutually combined: the 
propositional component for representing (or mentioning) 
states of affairs; the illocutionary component for taking up 
interpersonal relationships; and finally, the linguistic compo­
nents that bring the intention of the speaker to expression. 
The clarification, in terms of speech-act theory, of the complex 
linguistic functions of representation, the establishment of in­
terpersonal relationships, and the expression of one's own sub­
jective experiences has far-reaching consequences for (a) the 
theory of meaning, (b) the ontological presuppositions of the 
theory of communication, and (c) the concept of I<ltionality .. 
itself. Here I will only p~)int out these consequences to the. 
extent that thcv arc directlv relevant to (d) a new orientation for 

' ' 
the critique of instrumental reason. 

(a) Truth-condition semantics, as it has been developed from 
Fregc to Dummett and Davidson, proceeds - as does the 
Husserlian theory of meaning- from the logocentric assump­
tion that the truth reference of the assertoric sentence (and 
the indirect truth reference of intentional sentences related to 
the implementation of plans) offers a suitable point of depar­
ture for the explication of the linguistic accomplishment of 
mutual understanding generally. Thus, this theory arrives at 
the principle that we understand a sentence when we know 
the ~·onditions under which it is true. (For understanding in­
tentional and imperative sentences it requin;s a corresponding 
knowledge of "conditions for success." 17

) The pragmatically 
expanded theory of meaning overcomes this fixation on the 
fact-mirroring function of language. Like truth-condition se-
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man tics, it affirms an internal connection between meaning! 
and validity, but it does not reduce this to the validity prqpe!:;: 
to truth. Correlative to the three fundamental functions of 
language, each elementary speech act as a whole can be con­
tested under three different aspects of validity. The hearer can 
reject the utterance of a speaker in toto by either disputing the 
truth of the proposition asserted in it (or of the existential 
presuppositions of its propositional content), or the rightness of 
the speech act in view of the normative context of the utterance 
(or the legitimacy of the presupposed context itself), or the 
truthfulness of the intention expressed by the speaker (that is, 
the agreement of what is meant with what is stated). Hence, 
the internal connection of meaning and validity holds for the 
entire spectrum of linguistic meanings - and not just for the 
meaning of expressions that can be expanded into assertoric 
sentences. It holds true not only for constative speech acts, but. 
for any given speech act, that we understand its meaning when :i 
we know the conditions under which it can be accepted a} 
valid. 

(b) If, hmvever, not just constative but also regulative and 
expressive speech acts can be connected with validity claims 
and accepted as valid or rejected as invalid, the basic, ontolog­
ical framework of the philosophy of consciousness (which has 
remained normative for linguistic philosophy as well, with ex­
ceptions such as Austin) proves to be too narrow. The "world" 
to which su~jects can relate with their representations or prop­
ositions was hitherto conceived of as the totality of objects or·· 
existing states of affairs. The objective world is considered the 
correlative of all true assertoric sentences. But if normative 
rightness and subjective truthfulness are introduced as validity 
claim·s analogous to truth, '\y_Qr\ds." analogous to the world of 
[lets have to be postulated for legitimately regulated interper­
sonal relationships and for attributable subjective experiences 
- a "world" not only for what is "objective," which appears to 
us in the attitude of the third person, but also one for what i; 
normative, to which we feel obliged in the attitude of addresses, 
as well as one for \vhat is subjective, which we either disclose 
or conceal to a public in the attitude of the first person .. With 
any speech act, the speaker takes up a relation to something 
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in the objective world, something in a common social world, 
and something in his own subjective world. The legacy of 
logocentrism is still noticeable in the terminological difficulty 
of expanding the ontological concept of "world" in this way. 

The phenomenological concept (elaborated by Heidegger in 
particular) of a referential context, a lifeworld, that forms the 
unquestioned context for processes of mutual understanding 
- behind the backs of participants in interaction, so to speak 
- needs a corresponding expansion. Participants draw from 
this lifeworld not just consensual patterns of interpretation (the 
background knmvledge from which propositional contents are 
fed), but also normatively reliable patterns of social relations 
(the tacitly presupposed solidarities on which illocutionary acts 
are based) and the competences acquired in socialization pro­
cesses (the background of the speaker's intentions). 

(c) "Rationality" refers in the first instance to the <JispQ::;ition 
of speaking and acting su~jects to acquire and use fallible 
knowledge. As long as the basic concepts of the philosophy of 
consciousness lead us to understand kl}owJedge exclusively as 
knowledge o£. something in the objective world, ~ationality is 
assessed by how the isolated subject orients himself to repre­
sentational and propositional contents. Subject-centered reason 
finds its criteria in standards of truth and success that govern 
the relationships of knowing and purposively acting subjects 
to the world of possible objects or states of affairs. By contrast, 
as soon as we conceive of knowledge as communicatively me­
diated, rationality is assessed in terms of the capacity of re­
sponsible participants in interaction to orient themselves in 
relation to validity claims geared to intersubjective recognition. 
Communicative reason finds its criteria in the argumentative 
procedures for directly or indirectly redeeming claims to prop­
ositional truth normative rightness subjective truthfulness 
and aesthetic harmony.IH c ' ' 

Thus, a procedural concept of rationality can be worked out 
in terms of the interdependence of various forms of argumen­
tation, that is to say, with the help of a pragmatic logic of 
argumentation. This concept is richer than that of purposive 

' rationality, which is tailored to the cognitive-instrumental di­
mension, because it integrates the moral-practical as well as the 
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aesthetic-expressive domains; it is an explicitation of the ra­
tional potential built into the validity basis of speech. This 
communicative rationality recalls older ideas of logos, inas­
much as it brings along with it the connotations of a noncoer­
cively unifying, consensus-building force of a discourse in 
which the participants overcome their at first subjectively 
biased views in favor of a rationally motivated agreement. Com­
municative reason is expressed in a decentered understanding 
of the world. 

(d) From this perspective, both cognitive-instrumental mas­
tery of an objectivated nature (and society) and narcissistically 
overinflated autonomy (in the sense of purposively rational 
self-assertion) are derivative moments that have been rendered 
independent from the communicative structures of the life­
world, that is, from the intersubjectivity of relationships of 
mutual understanding and relationships of reciprocal recog­
nition. Subject-centered reason is the product of division and 
usurpation, indeed of a social process in the course of which a 
subordinated moment assumes the place of the whole, without 
having the power to assimilate the structure of the whole. 
Horkheimer and Adorno have, like Foucault, described this 
process of a self-overburdening and self-reifying subjectivity 
as a world-historical process. But both sides missed its deeper 
irony, which consists in the fact that the communicative poten­
tial of reason first had to be released in the patterns of modern 
lifeworlds before the unfettered imperatives of the economic 
and administrative subsystems could react back on the vulner­
able practice of everyday life and could thereby promote the 
cognitive-instrumental dimension to domination over the sup­
pressed moments of practical reason. The communicative po­
tential of reason has been simultaneously developed and 
distorted in the course of capitalist modernization. 

The paradoxical contemporaneity and interdependence of 
the two processes can only be grasped if the false alternative 
set up by Max Weber, with his opposition between substantive 
and formal rationality, is overcome. Its underlying assumption 
is that the disenchantment of religious-metaphysical world 
views robs rationality, along with the contents of tradition, of 
all substantive connotations and thereby strips it of its power 
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to have a structure-forming influence on the lifeworld beyond 
the purposive-rational organization of means. As opposed to 
this, I would like to insist that, despite its purely procedural 
character as disburdened of all religious and metaphysical 
mortgages, communicative reason is directly implicated in so­
cial life-processes insofar as acts of mutual understanding take 
on the role of a mechanism for coordinating action. The net­
work of communicative actions is nourished by resources of 
the lifeworld and is at the same time the rnediurn by which 
concrete forms of life are reproduced. 

Hence, the theory of communicative action can reconstruct 
Hegel's concept of the ethical context of life (independently of 
premises of the philosophy of consciousness). It disenchants 
the unfathomable causality of fate, which is distinguished from 
the destining of Being by reason of its inexorable immanence. 
Unlike the "from-time-immemorial" character of the happen­
ing of Being or of power, the pseudo-natural dynamics of 
impaired communicative life-contexts retains something of the 
character of a destining for which one is "at fault" oneself­
though one can speak of "fault" here only in an intersubjective 
sense, that is, in the sense of an involuntary product of an 
entanglement that, however things stand with individual ac­
countability, communicative agents would have to ascribe to 
communal responsibility. It is not by chance that suicides set 
loose a type of shock among those close to them, which allows 
even the most hardhearted to discover something of the un­
rwoidable communality of such a fate. 

IV 

In the theory of communicative action, the feedback process 
by which lifeworld and everyday communicative practice are 
intertwined takes over the mediating role that Marx and West­
ern Marxism had reserved to social practice. In this social 
practice, reason as historically situated, bodily incarnated, and 
confronted by nature was supposed to be mediated with its 
other. If communicative action is now going to take over the 
same mediating function, the theory of communicative action 
is going to be suspected of representing just another version 
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of praxis philosophy. In fact, both are supposed to take care 
of the same task: to conceive of rational practice as reason / 
concretized in history, society, body, and language. 

We have traced the way praxis philosophy substituted labor 
for self-consciousness and then got caught in the fetters of the 
production paradigm. The praxis philosophy renewed by 
phenomenology and anthropology, which has at its disposal 
the tools of the H usserlian analysis of the lifeworld, has learned 
from the critique of Marxian productivism. It relativizes the 
status of labor and joins in the aporetic attempts to accom­
modate the externalization of subjective spirit, the temporali­
zation, socialization, and embodiment of situated reason, within 
other subject~object relationships. Inasmuch as it makes use of 
phenomenological-anthropological tools of thought, praxis 
philosophy renounces originality precisely at the point where 
it cannot afford to: in specifying praxis as a rationally struc­
tured process of mediation. It is once again subjected to the 
dichotomizing basic concepts of the philosophy of the subject: 
History is projected and made by su~jects who find themselves 
in turn already projected and made in the historical process 
(Sartre); society appears to be an objective network of relations 
that is either set, as a normative order, above the heads of 
subjects with their transcendentally prior mutual understand­
ings (Alfred Schutz) or is generated by them, as instrumental 
orders, in the battle of reciprocal objectifications (Kojeve); the 
subject either fmds itself centered in its body (Merleau-Ponty) 
or is related eccentrically to itself, regarding its body as an 
object (Plessner). Thought that is tied to the philosophy of the 
subject cannot bridge over these dichotomies but, as Foucault 
so acutely diagnosed, oscillates helplessly between one and the 
other pole. 

Not even the linguistic turn of praxis philosophy leads to a 
paradigm change. Speaking subjects are either masters or shep­
herds of their linguistic systems. Either they make use of lan­
guage in a way that is creative of meaning, to disclose their 
world innovativcly, or they are always already moving around 
within a horizon of world-disclosure taken care of for them by 
language itself and constantly shifting behind their backs -
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language as the medium of creative practice (Castoriadis) or as 
differential event (Heidcgger, Derrida). 

Thanks to the approach of linguistic philosophy, Cornelius 
Castoriadis, with his theory of the imaginary institution, can 
boldly advance praxis philosophy. In order to give back again 
to the concept of social practice its revolutionary explosiveness 
and normative content, he conceives of action no longer ex­
pressivistically, but poetically-demiurgically, as the originless 
creation of absolutely new and unique patterns, whereby each 
of them discloses an incomparable horizon of meaning. The 
guarantee of the rational content of modernity - or self­
consciousness, authentic self-realization, and self-determina­
tion in solidarity - is represented as an imaginary force cre­
ative of language. This, of course, comes uncomfortably close 
to a Being operating without reason. In the end, there is only 
a rhetorical difference between voluntaristic "institution" and 

fatalistic "dispensation." 
According to Castoriadis, society is split (like transcendental 

subjectivity) into the generating and the generated, the insti­
tuting and the instituted, whereby the stream of the imaginary, 
as originative of meaning, Hows into changing linguistic world 
views. This ontological creation of absolutely new, constantly 
different and unique totalities of meaning occurs like a dispen­
sation of Being; one cannot see how this derniurgic setting-in­
action of historical truths could be transposed into the revolu­
tionary project proper to the practice of consciously acting, au­
tonomous, self-realizing individuals. Autonomy and 
heteronomy are ultimately supposed to be assessed in terms of 
the authenticity of the self-transparency of a society that does 
not hide its imaginary origin beneath extrasocietal projections 
and knows itself explicitly as a self-instituting society. But who 
is the subject of this knowledge? Castoriadis acknowledges no 
reason for revolutionizing reified society except the existen­
tialist resolve: "because we will it." Thus, he has to allow himself 
to be asked who this "we" of the radical willing might be, if 
indeed the socialized individuals arc merely "instituted" by the 
"social imaginary." Castoriadis ends where Simmel began: with 
Lehensphilosophie. 1 '1 
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This results from the concept of language Castoriadis bor­
rows from hermeneutics as well as from structuralism. Casto­
riadis proceeds - as do Hcidegger, Derrida, and Foucualt, in 
their own ways - from the notion that an ontological differ­
ence exists between language and the things spoken about, 
between the constitutive understanding of the world and what 
is constituted in the world. This difference means that lan­
guage discloses the horizon of meaning within which knowing 
and acting subjects interpret states of affairs, that is, encounter 
things and people and have experiences in dealing with them. 
The world-disclosing function of language is conceived on 
analogy with the generative accomplishments of transcendental 
consciousness, prescinding, naturally, from the sheerly formal 
and supratemporal character of the latter. The linguistic world 
view is a concrete and historical a priori; it fixes interpretative 
prespectives that are substantive and variable and that cannot 
be gone behind. 'This constitutive world-understanding 
changes independently of what subjects experience concerning 
conditions in the world interpreted in the light of this prcun­
derstanding, and independently of what they can learn from 
their practical dealings with anything in the world. No matter 
whether this metahistorical transformation of linguistic world 
views is conceived of as Being, differance, power, or imagina­
tion, and whether it is endowed with connotations of a mystical 
experience of salvation, of aesthetic shock, of creaturcly pain, 
or of creative intoxication: What all these concepts have in 
common is the peculiar uncoupling of the horizon-constituting 
productivity of language from the consequences of an intra­
mundane practice that is wholly prejudiced by the linguistic 
system. Any interaction between world-disclosing language and 
leawing R.I:~><.;_~~sses in the world is excluded. 

In this respect, praxis philosophy had distinguished itself 
sharply from every kind of linguistic historicism. It conceived 
of social production as the self-generative process of the spe­
cies, and the transformation of external nature achieved 
through labor as an impulse to a learning self-transformation 
of our own nature. The world of ideas, in light of which 
socialized producers interpret a pregiven, historically formed 
nature, changes in turn as a function of the learning processes 
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connected with their transformative activity. By no means does 
this innerworldly praxis owe its world-building effects to a mechan­
ical dependence of the suprastructure upon the basis, but to 
two simple facts: The world of ideas is what first makes possible 
determinate interpretations of a nature that is then coopera­
tively worked upon; but it is affected in turn by the learning 
processes set in motion by social labor. Contrary to linguistic 
historicism, which hypostatizes the world-disclosing force of 
language, historical materialism takes into account (as do, later 
on, pragmatism and genetic structuralism) a dialectical rela­
tionship between the world-view structures that make intra­
mundane practice possible by means of a prior understanding 
of meaning, on the one hand, and, on the other, learning 
processes deposited in the transformation of world-view 

structures. 
This reciprocal causality goes back to an intrinsic connection 

between meaning and validity, which nevertheless does not 
eliminate the difference between the two. Meaning could not 
exhaust validity. Heidegger jumped to conclusions in identi­
fying the disclosure of meaning-horizons with the truth of 
meaningful utterances; it is only the conditions for the validity 
of utterances that change with the horizon of meaning - the 
changed understanding of meaning has to prove itself in ex­
perience and in dealing with what can come up within its 
horizon. And yet praxis philosophy is unable to exploit the 
superiority it possesses in this respect, because, as we have seen, 
with its paradigm of production it screens out of the validity 
spectrum of reason every dimension except those of truth and 
efficiency. Accordingly, what is learned in innerworldly practice 
can only accumulate in the development of the forces of pro­
duction. With this productivist conceptual strategy, the nor­
mative content of modernity can no longer be grasped; it can 
at most be tacitly used to circle about a purposive rationality 
that has grown into a totality in the exercise of an accusatory 
negative dialectics. 

This unfortunate consequence mav be 'vhat moved Casto­
riadis to entrust the rational content .of socialism (that is, of a 
form of life that is supposed to make autonomy and self­
realization in solidarity possible) to a demiurge creative of 
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meaning, which brushes aside the difference between meaning 
and validity and no longer relies upon the profane verification 
of its creations. A totally different perspective results when we 
transfer the concept of praxis from labor to communicative 
action. Then we recognize the interdependences between 
world-disclosing systems of language and intramundane learn­
ing proceses along the entire spectrum of validity: Learning 
processes are no longer channeled only into processes of social 
labor (and ultimately into cognitive-instrumental dealings with 
an objectified nature). As soon as we drop the paradigm of 
production, we can affirm the internal connection between 
meaning and validity for the whole reservoir of meaning -
not just for the segment of meaning of linguistic expressions 
that play a role in assertoric and intentional sentences. In com­
municative action, which requires taking yes/no positions on 
claims of rightness and truthfulness no less than reactions to 
claims of truth and efficiency, the background knowledge of 
the lifeworlcl is submitted to an ongoing test across its entire 
breadth. To this extent, the concrete a priori of world-disclos­
ing language systems is exposed - right clown to their widely 
ramifying ontological presuppositions- to an indirect revision 
in the light of our dealings with the intramunclane. 

This does not mean that the internal connection between 
meaning and validity is to be undone now from the other side. 
The potency to create meaning, which in our clay has largely 
retreated into aesthetic precincts, retains the contingency of 
genuinely innovative forces. 

v 

The.re is a more serious question: whether the concepts of 
communicative action and of the transcending force of univ­
ersalistic validity claims do not reestablish an idealism that is 
incompatible with the naturalistic insights of historical materi­
alism. Does not a lifeworld that is supposed to be reproduced 
only via the medium of action oriented to mutual understand­
ing get cut off from its material life processes? Naturally, the 
lifeworlcl is materially reproduced by way of the results and 
consequences of the goal-directed actions with which its rnem-
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bers intervene in the world. But these instrumental actions are 
interlaced with communicative ones insofar as they represent 
the execution of plans that are linked to the plans of other 
interaction participants by way of common definitions of situ­
ations and processes of mutual understanding. Along these 
paths, the solutions to problems in the sphere of social labor 
are also plugged into the medium of action oriented by mutual 
understanding. The theory of communicative action takes into 
account the fact that the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld 
and its material reproduction are internally interdependent. 

It is not so simple to counter the suspicion that with the 
concept of action oriented to validity claims the idealism of a 
pure, nonsituated reason slips in again, and the dichotomies 
between the realms of the transcendental and the empirical 
are given new life in another form. 

There is no pure reason that might don linguistic clothing 
only in the second place. Reason is by its very nature incarnated 
in contexts of communicative action and in structures of the 
lifeworld. 20 To the extent that the plans and actions of different 
actors are interconnected in historical time and across social 
space through the use of speech oriented toward mutual agree­
ment, taking yes/no positions on criticizable validity claims, 
however implicitly, gains a key function in everyday practice. 
Agreement arrived at through communication, which is mea­
sured by the intersubjective recognition of validity claims, 
makes possible a networking of social interactions and lifeworld 
contexts. Of course, these validity claims have a Janus face: As 
claims, they transcend any local context; at the same time, they 
have to be raised here and now and be de facto recognized if 
they arc going to bear the agreement of interaction participants 
that is needed for effective cooperation. The transcendent mo­
ment of universal validity bursts every provinciality asunder; 
the obligatory moment of accepted validity claims renders them 
carriers of a context-bound everyday practice. Inasmuch as com­
municative agents reciprocally raise validity claims with their 
speech acts, they are relying on the potential of assailable 
grounds. Hence, a moment of unconditionality is built into fac­
tual processes of mutual understanding - the validity laid 
claim to is distinguished from the social currency of a de facto 
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established practice and yet serves it as the foundation of an 
existing consensus. The validity claimed for propositions and 
norms transcends spaces and times, "blots out" clpare and time; 
but the claim is always raised here and now, in specific contexts, 
and is either accepted or rejected with factual consequences 
for action. Karl-Otto Apel speaks in a suggestive way about the 
entwinement of the real communication community with an ,.. 
ideal one. 21 _j 

The communicative practice of everyday life is, as it were, 
reflected in itself. This "reflection" is no longer a matter of the 
cognitive subject relating to itself in an objectivating manner. 
The stratification of discourse and action built into communi­
cative action takes the place of this prelinguistic and isolated 
reflection. For factually raised validity claims point directly or 
indirectly to arguments by which they can be worked out and 
in some cases resolved. This argumentative debate about hy­
pothetical validity claims can be described as the reflective form 
of communicative action: a relation-to-self that does without 
the compulsion to objectification found in the basic concepts 
of the philosophy of the subject. That is to say, the "vis-a-vis" 
of proponents and opponents reproduces at a reflective level 
that basic form of intersubjective relationship which always 
mediates the self-relation of the speaker through the perfor­
mative relation to an addressee. The tense interconnection of 
the ideal and the real is also, and especially clearly, manifest in 
discourse itself. Once participants enter into argumentation, 
they cannot avoid supposing, in a reciprocal way, that the 
conditions for an ideal speech situation have been sufficiently 
met. And yet they realize that their discourse is never defini- / 
tively "purified" of the motives and compulsions that have been 
filtered out. As little as we can do without the supposition of a 
purified discourse, we have equaUy to make do with "unpuri­
fied" discourse. 

At the end of the fifth lecture, I indicated that the internal 
connection between contexts of justification and contexts of 
discovery, between validity and genesis, is never utterly sev­
ered. The task of justification, or, in other words, the critique 
of validity claims carried out from the perspective of a partic­
ipant, cannot ultimately be separated from a genetic consid-
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eration that issues in an ideology critique - carried out from 
a third-person perspective - of the mixing of power claims 
and validity claims. Ever since Plato and Democritus, the his­
tory of philosophy has been dominated by two opposed im­
pulses: One relentlessly elaborates the transcendent power of 
abstractive reason and the emancipatory unconditionality of 
the intelligible, whereas the other strives to unmask the ima­
ginary purity of reason in a materialist fashion. 

In contrast, dialectical thought has enlisted the subversive 
power of materialism to undercut these false alternatives. It 
does not respond to the banishment of everything empirical 
from the realm of ideas merely by scornfully reducing rela­
tionships of validity to the powers that triumph behind their 
back. Rather, the theory of communicative action regards the 
dialectic of knowing and not knowing as embedded within the 
dialectic of successful and unsuccessful mutual understanding. 

Communicative reason makes itself felt in the binding force 
of intersubjective understanding and reciprocal recognition. 
At the same time, it circumscribes the universe of a common 
form of life. Within this universe, the irrational cannot be 
separated from the rational in the same way as, according to 
Parmenides, ignorance could be separated from the kind of 
knowledge that, as the absolutely affirmative, rules over the 
"nothing." Following Jacob Bohme and Isaac Luria, Schelling 
correctly insisted that mistakes, crimes, and deceptions are not 
simply without reason; they are forms of manifestation of the 
inversion of reason. The violation of claims to truth, correct­
ness, and sincerity affects the whole permeated by the bond of 
reason. There is no escape and no refuge for the few who are 
in the truth and are supposed to take their leave of the many 
who stay behind in the darkness of their blindness, as the day 
takes leave of the night. Any violation of the structures of 
rational life together, to which all lay claim, affects everyone 
equally. This is what the young Hegel meant by the ethical 
totality that is disrupted by the deed of the criminal and that 
~an only be restored by insight into the indivisibility of suffer­
mg due to alienation. The same idea motivates Klaus Heinrich 
in his confrontation of Parmenicles with Jonah. 

,1, 
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In the idea of the convenant made by Yahweh with the 
people of Israel, there is the germ of the dialectic of betrayal 
and avenging force: "Keeping the covenant with God is the 
symbol of fidelity; breaking this covenant is the model of be­
trayal. To keep faith with God is to keep faith with life-giving 
Being itself- in oneself and others. To deny it in any domain 
of being means breaking the covenant with God and betraying 
one's own foundation .... Thus, betrayal of another is simul­
taneously betrayal of oneself; and every protest against betrayal 
is not just protest in one's own name, but in the name of the 
other at the same time .... The idea that each being is poten­
tially a 'covenant partner' in the fight against betrayal, includ­
ing anyone who betrays himself and me, is the only 
counterbalance against the stoic resignation already formulated 
by Parmenicles when he made a cut between those who know 
and the mass of the ignorant. The concept of 'enlightenment' 
familiar to us is unthinkable without the concept of a poten­
tially universal confederation against betrayal."22 Peirce and 
Mead were the first to raise this religious motif of a confed­
eration to philosophical status in the form of a consensus the­
ory of truth and a communication theory of society. The theory 
of communicative action joins itself with this pragmatist tradi­
tion; like Hegel in his early fragment on crime and punish­
ment, it, too, lets itself be guided by an intuition that can be 
expressed in the concepts of the Old Testament as follows: In 
the restlessness of the real conditions of life, there broods an 
ambivalence that is clue to the dialectic of betrayal and avenging 
force. 23 

In fact, we can by no means always, or even only often, fulfill 
those improbable pragmatic presuppositions from which we 
nevertheless set forth in day-to-day communicative practice -
and, in the sense of transcendental necessity, from which we 
have to set forth. For this reason, sociocultural forms of life 
stand under the structural restrictions of a communicative rea­
son at once claimed and denied. 

The reason operating in communicative action not only 
stands under, so to speak, external, situational constraints; its 
own conditions of possibility necessitate its branching out into 
the dimensions of historical time, social space, and bocly-cen-
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tercel experiences. That is to say, the rational potential of 
speech is interwoven with the resources of any particular given 
lifeworld. To the extent that the lifeworld fulfills the resource 
function, it has the character of an intuitive, unshakeably cer­
tain, and holistic knowledge, which cannot be made problem­
atic at will - and in this respect it does not represent 
"knowledge" in any strict sense of the word. This amalgam of 
background assumptions, solidarities, and skills bred through 
socialization constitutes a conservative counterweight against 
the risk of dissent inherent in processes of reaching under­
standing that work through validity claims. 

As a resource from which interaction participants support 
utterances capable of reaching consensus, the lifeworld consti­
tutes an equivalent for what the philosophy of the subject had 
ascribed to consciousness in general as synthetic accomplish­
ments. Now, of course, the generative accomplishments are 
related not to the f()rm but to the content of possible mutual 
understanding. To this extent, concrete forms of life replace 
transcendental consciousness in its function of creating unity. 
In culturally embodied self-understandings, intuitively present 
group solidarities, and the competences of socialized individ­
uals that are brought into play as know-how, the reason ex­
pressed in communicative action is mediated with the 
traditions, social practices, and body-centered complexes of 
experience that coalesce into particular totalities. These partic­
ular forms of life, which only emerge in the plural, are certainly 
not connected with each other only through a web of family 
resemblances; they exhibit structures common to lifeworlds in 
general. But these universal structures are only stamped on 
particular life forms through the medium of action oriented 
to mutual understanding by which they have to be reproduced. 
This explains why the importance of these universal structures 
can increase in the course of historical processes of difleren­
tiation. This is also the key to the rationalization of the lifeworld 
and to the successive release of the rational potential contained 
in communicative action. This historical tendency can account 
for the normative content of a modernity threatened by self­
destruction without drawing upon the constructions of the 
philosophy of history. 

J 

Excursus on Cornelius Castoriadis: 
The I magi nary Institution 

The fact that poststructuralism, with its wholesale rejection of 
modern forms of life, finds an audience is surely connected 
with the fact that the efforts of praxis philosophy to refor­
mulate the project of modernity along Marxist lines has suf­
fered a loss in credibility. The young Marcuse made the first 
attempt to renew praxis philosophy out of the spirit of Husser! 
and Heidegger. Sartre followed him in this with his Critique of 
Dialrctical Reason. Castoriadis has given this tradition new life 
by introducing a unique linguistic turn. His work has a central 
place among the new departures in praxis philosophy that have 
evolved since the mid-1960s, especially in Eastern Europe (in 
Prague, Budapest, Zagreb, and Belgrade), and that for a de­
cade enlivened the discussions at the Summer School of Kor­
cula. It is the most original, ambitious, and reflective attempt 
to think through the liberating mediation of history, society, 
external and internal nature once again as praxis. 

Castoriadis, too, starts from the "contradiction" between liv­
ing and dead labor. Capitalism has simultaneously to "lay claim 
to human activity, in the most proper sense, on the part of 
su~jects under its sway ... and to dehumanize this activity."' 
The cooperation of self-governing industrial workers serves 
here as the model for a praxis that has not been dehumanized. 
But Castoriadis does not develop this activity in an emphatic 
sense along the lines of processing and technically producing 
objects. Like mere reflex action, instrumental action also con­
stitutes a contrasting limit case from which essential character-
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istics of praxis as self-actuation is lacking: Action is reduced to 
predictable behavioral routines in both types. Castoriadis (like 
Aristotle) finds the characteristics of an unabridged praxis in 
instances of political, artistic, medical, and educational practice. 
They all bear their purposes within themselves and cannot be 
reduced to the purposive-rational organization of means. 
Praxis follows a project, not in the manner in which a theory 
precedes its application, but as an anticipation that can be 
corrected and enlarged in the course of practical enactment. 
Praxis is related to a totality of life achievements in which it is 
at the same time embedded; as a totality, it escapes any objec­
tifying grasp. And finally, praxis aims at promoting autonomy, 
from which, at the same time, it itself issues: "What is striven 
for (the development of autonomy) stands in an intimate re­
lationship with that whereby the striving occurs (the exercise 
of autonomy) .... To be sure, it has to take into account the 
concrete network of causal relations that pervade its domain. 
Still, in choosing its mode of operation, praxis can never simply 
follow some calculus - not because this would be too compli­
cated, but because such a means prescinds per definitionern from 
the decisive factor- autonomy" (129). 

Castoriadis goes beyond the Aristotelian concept by radical­
izing the specification that praxis is always directed toward 
others as toward autonomous beings, through adding the prov­
iso that no one can seriously will autonomy without willing it 
for all (183). Then, too, the further specification that praxis is 
future-oriented and brings new things into being is owed to 
the modern consciousness of time. By taking initiative, the 
agent transcends all given determinations and makes a new 
beginning. Praxis is essentially creative and generates the "rad­
ically other." Above all, emancipatory praxis is creative par 
excellence, and Castoriadis would like to free it from all theo­
reticist misunderstandings. Such praxis is aimed at the trans­
formation "of present society into another one established 
organizationally for the autonomy of everyone. And carrying 
out this change has to come from people's autonomous action" 
(134). Enlightenment through social theory is guided by this 
interest. The revolutionary project surely directs the analysis 
of historical processes. But we can always only knmv history 
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within and from history: "The ultimate point of conjunction 
for these two projects- of understanding and of transforming 
-can always only be discovered in the living present of history, 
which would not be a historical present if it did not transcend 
itself toward a future that we still have to make" (281 ). 

Thus, Castoriadis revives the Aristotelian concept of praxis 
with the help of a radical hermeneutic self-interpretation of 
modern time-consciousness, in order to work out the original 
meaning of an emancipatory politics against Marxist dogma­
tism. Yet this actionist construction of praxis would scarcely go 
beyond the position once aimed against the orthodoxy of the 
Second International by Karl Korsch if Castoriadis did not 
develop a political philosophy and social theory from this start­
ing point. In doing so, he is concerned with concepts of the 
political and social that generalize in a certain way the specific 
meaning of revolutionary praxis. In a manner quite similar to 
Hannah Arendt, 2 Castoriadis directs his gaze toward those rare 
historical moments in which the mass, from which institutions 
are formed, is still in flux - that is, toward the productive 
moments of the jcmndation of new institutions: "Those moments 
in which society as instituting breaks into society as instituted, 
in which society as already institutionally set up destroys itself 
with the help of society as founding institutions (that is, in 
which it creates itself as a different institutional order) provide 
a vivid and exciting picture ... of the social-historical 'now.' 
... Even a society that appears concerned only to conserve 
itself persists only through ceaselessly changing itself" (342fl.). 

Castoriadis works out the normal case of the political from 
the limit case of the act of founding an institution; and he 
interprets this in turn from a horizon of aesthetic experience, 
as the ecstatic moment erupting from the continuum of time 
when something absolutely new is founded. Only in this way 
does he think he can lay bare the essentially productive core 
of the reproduction of society. Social process is the generation 
of radically different patterns, a demiurge setting itself to work, 
the continuous creation of nev·i types embodied in ever differ­
ent exemplary ways - in short, the self-positing and ontolog­
ical genesis of ever new "worlds." In this conception, the late 
Heidegger is combined with the early Fichte in a Marxist fash-
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ion. The self-instituting society replaces the self-positing sub­
ject; what gets instituted is a creative world-interpretation, an 
innovative meaning, a new universe of significations. Casto­
riadis calls this world-disclosing meaning the central imaginary 
dimension- it gushes up as a magma of meanings from the 
volcano of historical time into the institutions of society: "With­
out a productive, creative, or ... radical imaginary dimension, 
as revealed in the indivisible unity of social action and the 
simultaneous elaboration of a universe of meaning, history is 
neither possible nor conceivable" (251 ). The imaginary dimen­
sion determines the lifestyle, the Volk.sgeist, of a society or an 
epoch. Castoriadis talks about a "primordial occupation of 
world and self by a meaning that has not been dictated to a 
society by real factors, because, on the contrary, it is this mean­
ing that assigns these real factors their importance and pre­
ferred place in the universe" (220). 

Everything else depends, of course, on how Castoriadis cor­
relates society as the instituting of a world with intramundane 
praxis. He is interested in a self-conscious, autonomous con­
duct of life, which is supposed to make possible authentic self­
realization and freedom in solidarity. He has to solve the prob­
lem of conceiving the world-disclosing function of language in 
such a way that it can connect up with a concept of praxis with 
normative content. My thesis is that Castoriadis lacks a solution, 
because his concept of society in terms of fundamental ontol­
ogy leaves no room for an intersubjective praxis for which 
socialized individuals arc arcountable. In the end, social praxis 
disappears in the anonymous burly-burly of the institutionali­
zation of ever new worlds from the imaginary dimension. 

Castoriadis correctly stresses the equiprimordiality of saying 
and doing, speaking and making, legein and teukhein, against a 
productivist narrowing of the concept of praxis. In both these 
dimensions, human action is related to something in the world 
- to the at once resistant and yet workable material encoun­
tered in the world and in need of interpretation. Castoriadis 
has only the concept of the objective world at his disposal for 
this "primary stratum" upon which society has to "rely"; it is 
nat urc or the totality of entities that provides counterpressure 
to any given socially instituted world. Accordingly, "making" is I 
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reduced to purposive intervention in the world of ex1stmg 
states of affairs, and "speaking" to the logical semantics of fact­
reporting speech insofar as it is constitutive for the functional 
circuit of instrumental action. Legein unci teukhein are forms of 
expression of identity thinking: "just as lege in embodies the 
identifying and quantitative-logical dimension of language and 
of social communication, so this dimension of social action is 
materialized in teukhein" (442). Moreover, the natural substrate 
of what can be encountered in the world is, in a wholly con­
ventional manner, brought under subject-o~ject relationships 
and conceived as something that can be represented or pro­
duced. However, the social praxis being considered by Casto­
riadis transcends any embodiment of identity thinking or of 
purposive rationality. This is why the understanding [Verstand], 
which occurs here as the faculty governed by the logic of 
identity and of sets, while it is not supposed to operate in the 
light of reason [Vernunft], is supposed to be overwhelmed by 
the plenitude of meaning overflowing from the imaginary di­
mension. The world of objects conceived in terms of the phi­
losophy of the subject is a framework that merely secures 
contact with the innerworldly substrate of nature in the di­
mensions of representing and producing. Everything encoun­
tered in these contact zones and mediated by legein and teukhein, 
however, is already disclosed within a prior horizon of mean­
ing. And this is owed solely to the imaginary dimension. 

Intramundane praxis can gain no independence in relation 
to the power of this imaginary magma of meaning, because 
the concept of language used by Castoriadis permits no differ­
entiation between meaning and validity. As with Heidegger, 
the "truth" of semantic world-disclosure also founds the prop­
ositional truth of statements; it prejudices the validity of lin­
guistic utterances generally. As a result, intramundane praxis 
cannot get learning processes going. At any rate, there is no 
accumulation of knowledge that could affect the previous in­
terpretation of the world and burst a given totality of meaning 
- not even in the dimensions of the natural sciences and the 
forces of production: "Indeed, the naturally given always im­
pinges upon society as something resistant, but also as some­
thing that can be shaped; however, what it is that is resistant or 
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workable - as well as how - depends on the given social 
world under consideration. That hydrogen atoms can be fused 
is a statement that has meaning for the present society and no 
other" (581 ). Why a society institutes a specific horizon of 
meanings is a question Castoriadis has to reject as meaningless. 
One cannot ask about the provenance of what exists from time 
immemorial (589). The institution of any v\·orld is a creation ex 
nihilo (591). 

When the relationship of the world-disclosing imaginary di­
mension to labor and interaction is set up in this way, however, 
one can no longer conceive of autonomous action as intramun­
dane praxis; instead, Castoriadis has to assimilate it to the 
language-creating, world-projecting, world-devouring praxis 
of the social demiurge itself. But praxis thereby loses precisely 
the traits of human action that Castoriadis rightly emphasizes 
- the characteristics of a context-dependent intersubjective 
undertaking under finite conditions. The finitude of praxis is 
traceable not just to the resistance of a workable external na­
ture, but also to the constraints of an existence that is historical, 
social, and embodied. A praxis that coincides with the creatio 
continua of novel interpretations of the world and with onto­
logical genesis, itself projects the historical times and the social 
spaces, and itself opens up the dimensions for possible con­
straints. To be sure, Castoriadis uses the figures of thought 
familiar to us from theogony and from Fichte's Wissenschajis­
lehre to set internal limits, in the form of an institutionalized 
society, to the infinite actuality of a self-instituting society. As 
in the expressivist model of a spirit that loses itself in its own 
objectifications, the breaking point of self-alienation is built into 
the ontological model of society. If the productive flow of 
ontological genesis comes to a standstill, the institutionalized 
society beco~nes hardened in relation to its own origins: "The 
alienation or heteronomy of society is a self-alienation in which 
society conceals both its own being as self-institution and its 
essential temporality'' (608). 

This conception has two unfortunate consequences. By as­
similating intramundane praxis to a linguistic world-disclosure 
hypostatized into a history of Being, Castoriadis can no longer 
localize the political struggle for an autonomous way of life -
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the very emancipatory, creative-projective praxis with which 
Castoriadis is ultimately concerned. For he either has to call 
the agents back, as Heidegger does, from their intramundane, 
subject-crazed lostness into the sphere of the nonmanipulable, 
and thus into an auratic heteronomy vis-a-vis the primordial 
happening of a self-instituting society - and this would 
amount only to an ironic inversion of praxis philosophy into 
another variant of poststructuralism. Or he has to displace the 
autonomy of social praxis, which cannot be redeemed intra­
mundanely, into the primordial happening itself - but then 
he has to support the world-disclosing productivity of language 
on an absolute ego and return in fact to a speculative philos­
ophy of consciousness. This fits with the personification of 
society as a poetic demiurge that releases ever new world-types 
from itself. In this case, the theodicy problem recurs in a new 
form: To whom should the fall of institutionalized society from 
the origins of its self-instituting be attributed, if not to the 
language-creating demiurge? 

The second, far more earthly but hardly less unfortunate 
consequence is the return of a problem belabored in vain by 
the philosophy of consciousness from Fichte to Husser!: an 
explanation of the intersubjectivity of social praxis that is com­
pelled to begin from the premise of isolated consciousness. 
Castoriadis postulates a second stream of the imaginary di­
mension, namely, in the individual unconscious, which consti­
tutes the monadic core of subjectivity in early childhood. In 
the process, it becomes clear that the imaginary dimension, the 
image-creating fantasy steered by drives, is even prior to lan­
guage as the world-constituting medium of the imaginary di­
mension of society. From this prelinguistic fantasy-production 
on the part of inner nature (familiar to Castoriadis as a psy­
choanalyst), there issues in each case a new and unique private 
world that runs up against the socially institutionalized world 
in the course of childhood development and gets integrated in 
and subordinated to the latter after the resolution of the oed­
ipal conflict. The psychic streams of the imaginary dimension 
have their source in the springs of each's own subjective nature. 
They compete with the collective stream of the imaginary di­
mension emanating from society in a manner similar to that in 
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which private worlds compete with public ones. Socialized in­
dividuals do not enter into intcrsubjective relationships with 
one another in any genuine sense of the term. In the socially 
institutionalized world view, everyone is previously in mutual 
agreement with everyone else, a priori, as if there were a 
transcendental consciousness; as they grow up, individuals try 
to assert their respective private worlds, as monads, against this 
preestablished harmony. Castoriadis cannot provide us with a 
figure for the mediation between the individual and society. 
Society breaks down the childlike monads and transforms 
them. The type proper to the socially institutionalized world is 
impressed upon the individual. Thus, the process of socializa­
tion is depicted on the model of crafts production. The social­
ized individual is produced and, as in Durkheim, remains 
divided into monad and member of society. Castoriadis calls 
the oedipal separation, which "becomes for the individual a 
fixed, well-distinguished installation of a private and a public 
world" (498), a puzzle: "If one does not wish to close one's eyes 
to what psyche and society are, one cannot help but notice that 
the social individual does not grow like a plant but is created/ 
fabricated by society. This, of course, requires a violent break 
with the initial state of the psyche and its demands- a break 
that only a social institution can effect" (524). Intrapsychic 
conHicts arc not internally linked with social ones; instead, 
psyche and society stand in a kind of metaphysical opposition 
to one another. 

If, with George Herbert Mead, we understand the process 
of socialization itself as one of individuation, the sought-for 
mediation between individual and society is less "puzzling." 
Then, of course, the structuralist concept of language, re­
stricted to the logical-semantic dimension, has to be expanded; 
language has to be conceived of as a medium that both draws 
each participant in interaction into a community of commu­
nication, as one of its members, and at the same time subjects 
him to an unrelenting compulsion toward individuation. That 
is to say, the integration of the perspectives of speaker, hearer, 
and observer, as well as the intermeshing of this structure with 
a system of world perspectives that coordinates the objective 
world with the social and the subjective worlds, are pragmatic 
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presuppositions of a correct use of grammatical sentences in 
speech acts.:' 

If, with the help of this pragmatically expanded notion of 
language, one reformulates the concept of praxis in the sense 
of communicative action, the universal characteristics of praxis 
are no longer confined to legein and teukhein, that is, to the 
conditions (requiring interpretation) for contact with a nature 
that is encountered in the functional circuit of instrumental 
action. Praxis then operates instead in the light of a commu­
nicative reason, which imposes on interaction participants an 
orientation toward validity claims and thereby makes possible 
a world-transforming accumulation of knowledge. To be sure, 
in communicative action, too, particular lifeworld contexts are 
clue to the world-disclosing function of a language that is shared 
by the respective participants. And the linguistic system also 
sets the conditions for the validity of utterances generated by 
its means. But now the internal connection between meaning 
and validity is symmetrical: The meaning of an utterance docs 
not pr~juclice whether conditions of validity and the correlative 
validity claims are satisfied within intramunclane, world-appro­
priating praxis or not. Social praxis is linguistically constituted, 
but language, too, has to prove itself through this praxis, in 
terms of what is encountered within the horizon disclosed by 
it. However, if world-disclosure and proven praxis in the world 
mutually presuppose one another, then meaning-creating in­
novations are so intermeshecl with learning processes, and both 
of them are so anchored in the general structures of action 
oriented toward reaching understanding, that the reproduc­
tion of a lifeworld always takes place also by virtue of the 
productivity of its members. 



XII 

The Normative Content of 
Modernity 

I 

The radical cntJque of reason exacts a high price for taking 
leave of modernity. In the first place, these discourses can and 
want to give no account of their own position. Negative dialec­
tics, genealogy, and deconstruction alike avoid those categories 
in accord with which modern knowledge has been differen­
tiated- by no means accidentally- and on the basis of which 
we today understand texts. They cannot be unequivocally clas­
sified with either philosophy or science, with moral and legal 
theory. or with literature and art. At the same time, they resist 
any return to forms of religious thought, whether dogmatic or 
heretical. So an incongruity arises between these "theories," 
which raise validity claims only to renounce them, and the kind 
of institutionalization they undergo within the business of sci­
ence. There is an asymmetry between the rhetorical gesture 
with which these discourses demand understanding and the 
critical treatment to which they are subjected institutionally, 
for example in the framework of an academic lecture. No 
matter whether Adorno paradoxically reclaims truth-validity, 
or Foucault refuses to draw consequences from manifest con­
tradictions; no matter whether Hcidegger and Derrida evade 
the obligation to provide grounds by fleeing into the esoteric 
or by fusing the logical with the rhetorical: There always 
emerges a svmbiosis of incompatibles, an amalgam that resists 
"normal" scientific analysis at its core. Things arc only shifted 
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to a different place if we change the frame of reference and 
no longer treat the same discourse as philosophy or science, 
but as a piece of literature. That the self-referential critique of 
reason is located everywhere and nowhere, so to speak, in 
discourses without a place, renders it almost immune to com­
peting interpretations. Such discourses unsettle the institution­
alized standards of fallibilism; they always allow for a final 
word, even when the argument is already lost: that the oppo­
nent has misunderstood the meaning of the language game 
and has committed a category mistake in the sorts of responses 
he has been making. 

The variations of a critique of reason with reckless disregard 
for its own foundations are related to one another in another 
respect as well. They are guided by normative intuitions that 
go beyond what they can accommodate in terms of the indi­
rectly affirmed "other of reason." Whether modernity is de­
scribed as a constellation of life that is reified and used, or as 
one that is technologically manipulated, or as one that is total­
itarian, rife with power, homogenized, imprisoned - the den­
unciations are constantly inspired by a special sensitivity for 
complex injuries and subtle violations. Inscribed in this sensi­
tivity is the picture of an undamaged intersubjectivity that the 
young Hegel first projected as an ethical totality. With the 
counterconcepts (injected as empty formulas) of Being, sover­
eignty, power, difference, and nonidentity, this critique points 
to the contents of aesthetic experience; but the values derived 
therefrom and explicitly laid claim to - the values of grace 
and illumination, ecstatic rapture, bodily integrity, wish-fulfill­
ment, and caring intimacy - do not cover the moral change 
that these authors tacitly envision in connection with a life 
practice that is intact- and not only in the sense of reconciling 
inner nature. Between the declared normative foundations and 
the concealed ones there is a disparity that can be explained 
by the undialectical rt:jection of subjectivity. Not only the dev­
astating consequences of an objectifying relation-to-self are 
condemned along with this principle of modernity, but also the 
other connotations once associated with subjectivity as an un­
redeemed promise: the prospect of a self-conscious practice, 
in which the solidary self-determination of all was to be joined 
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with the self-realization of each. What is thrown out is precisely 
what a modernity reassuring itself once meant by the concepts 
of self-consciousness, self-determination, and self-realization. 

A further defect of these discourses is explained by their 
totalizing repudiation of modern forms of life: Although they 
are interesting in regard to fundamentals, they remain undif­
ferentiated in their results. The criteria according to which 
Hegel and Marx, and even Max Weber and Lukacs, distin­
guished between emancipatory-reconciling aspects of social ra­
tionalization and repressive-alienating aspects have been 
blunted. In the meantime, critique has taken hold of and de­
molished the sorts of concepts by which those aspects could be 
distinguished from one another so that their paradoxical en­
tanglement became visible. Enlightenment and manipulation, 
the conscious and the unconscious, forces of production and 
forces of destruction, expressive self-realization and repressive 
desublimation, effects that ensure freedom and those that re­
move it, truth and ideology- now all these moments flow into 
one another. They are not linked to one another as, say, con­
flicting dements in a disastrous functional context- unwilling 
accomplices in a contradictory process permeated by opposi­
tional conflict. ::-..Jmv the differences and oppositions are so 
undermined and even collapsed that critique can no longer 
discern contrasts, shadings, and ambivalent tones within the 
fiat and faded landscape of a totally administered, calculated, 
and power-laden world. To be sure, Adorno's theory of the 
administered world and Foucault's theory of power are more 
fertile, and simply more informative, than Heidegger's orDer­
rida's lucubrations on technology as an instrumental frame 
l Gestcl/] or on the totalitarian nature of the political order. But 
thev are all insensitive to the highly ambivalent content of cul­
tural and social modernity. This leveling can also be seen in 
the diachronic comparison of modern forms of life with pre­
modern ones. The high price earlier exacted from the mass of 
the population (in the dimensions of bodily labor, material 
conditions, possibilities of individual choice, security of law and 
punishment, political participation, and schooling) is barely 
even noticed. 
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It is worthy of note that in the various approaches to the 
critique of reason, no systematic place is envisaged for everyday 
practice. Pragmatism, phenomenology, and hermeneutic phi­
losophy have bestowed an epistemological status upon the cat­
egories of everyday action, speech, and common life. Marx 
even singled out everyday practice as the locus where the ra­
tional content of philosophy was supposed to flow into the life 
forms of an emancipated society. But Nietzsche so directed the 
gaze of his successors to the phenomena of the extraordinary 
that they contemptuously glide over the practice of everyday 
life as something derivative or inauthentic. As we have seen, 1 

in communicative action the creative moment of the linguistic 
constitution of the world forms one .1yndrome with the cognitive­
instrumental, moral-practical, and expressive moments of the 
intramundane linguistic functions of representation, interper­
sonal relation, and subjective expression. In the modern world, 
"value spheres" have been differentiated out from each of 
these moments- namely, on the one hand, art, literature, and 
a criticism specialized in questions of taste, around the axis of 
world-disclosure; and, on the other hand, problem-solving dis­
courses specialized in questions of truth and justice, around 
the axis of intramundane learning processes. These knowledge 
systems of art and criticism, science and philosophy, law and 
morality, have become the more split off from ordinary com­
munication the more strictly and one-sidedly they each have 
to do with one linguistic function and one aspect of validity. 
But they should not be considered on account of this abstrac­
tion per se as phenomena of decline symptomatic of subject­
centered reason. 

To Nietzscheanism, the differentiation of science and mo­
rality appears as the formative process of a reason that at once 
usurps and stifles the poetic, world-disclosing power of art. 
Cultural modernity seems a realm of horrors, marked by the 
totalitarian traits of a subject-centered reason that structurally 
overburdens itself. Three simple facts are filtered out of this 
picture: First, the fact that those aesthetic experiences in the 
light of which true nature is supposed to reveal itself to an 
exclusive reason are due to the same process of differentiation 
as science and morality. Then the fact that cultural modernity 
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also owes its division into special discourses for questions of 
taste, truth, and justice to an increase in knmdedge that is hard 
to dispute. And especially the fact that it is only the modalities 
of interchange between these knowledge systems and everyday 
practice that determine whether the gains from such abstrac­
tion affect the lifeworld destructively. 

From the viewpoint of individual cultural spheres of value, 
the syndrome of the everyday world appears as "life" or as 
"practice" or as "ethos," over against which stands "art" or 
"theory"' or "morality." We have already spoken about the me­
diating roles of criticism and philosophy in another context. 
For criticism, the relationship between "art" and "life" is just 
as problematic as the relationship between "theory" and "prac­
tice" or between "morality" and "ethos" is for philosophy. The 
unmediated transposition of specialized knowledge into the pri­
vate and public spheres of the everyday world can endanger 
the autonomy and independent logics of the knowledge sys­
tems, on the one hand, and it can violate the integrity of 
lifeworld contexts, on the other. A knowledge specialized in 
only one validity claim, which, without sticking to its specific 
context, bounces across the whole spectrum of validity, unset­
tles the equilibrium of the lifeworld's communicative infra­
structure. Insufficiently complex incursions of this sort lead to 
the aestheticizing, or the scienticizing, or the moralizing of 
particular domains of life and give rise to effects for which 
expressivist countercultures, technocratically carried out re­
forms, or fundamentalist movements can serve as drastic 

examples. 
The profounder paradoxes of societal rationalization, how-

ever, are still not even touched by the complicated relationships 
between ordinary and expert cultures. They have to do with 
the systematically induced reification of everyday practice, to 
which I will return presently. However, the very first steps 
along the path to differentiation in the picture of the ambig­
uously rationalized lifeworld of modern societies already bring 
to our awareness the problem that will concern us in this last 

lecture. 
De-differentiations are built into the leveling critique of rea­

son only on the basis of descriptions that are guided in turn 
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bv normative intuitions. This normative content has to be ac­
quired and justified from the rational potential inherent in 
everyday practice, if it is not to remain arbitrary. The concept 
of a communicative reason that transcends subject-centered 
reason, which 1 have provisionally introduced, is intended to 
lead away from the paradoxes and lcvelings of a self-referential 
critique of reason. On another front, it has to be upheld against 
the competing approach of a systems theory that utterly shoves 
the problematic of rationality aside, strips away any notion of 
reason as an old European drag, and then light-footedly takes 
over from the philosophy of the subject (as well as from the 
theory of power advanced by its sharpest opponents). This 
double battlefront makes the rehabilitation of the concept of 
reason a doubly risky business. It has to protect itself on both 
Hanks from getting caught in the traps of the kind of subject­
centered thinking that failed to keep the unforced force of 
reason free both from the totalitarian characteristics of an in­
strumental reason that objectifies everything around it, itself 
included, and from the totalizing characteristics of an inclusive 
reason that incorporates everything and, as a unity, ultimately 
triumphs over every distinction. Praxis philosophy hoped to 
derive the normative content of modernity from the reason 
embodied in the mediations of social practice. If the basic 
concept of communicative action replaces that of social labor, 
is the totality-perspective built into that concept radically 
altered? 

II 

According to Marx, social praxis extends in the dimensions of 
historical time and social space; within the horizon of a sur­
rounding nature-in-itself, which also cosmically encompasses the 
history of the species, it mediates the subjective nature of coop­
erating individuals with the nature objectivated by our bodily 
interventions. The mediating process of labor is therefore re­
lated to nature under three different aspects: to the experienced 
needs and desires of subjective nature; to the objective nature 
ajJjJrehended and elabomted through objectification; to the nature 
jJresujJjJosed by labor as its horizon and foundation. As we have 
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seen in the third lecture, labor is thereby interpreted along the 
lines of an aesthetics of production and portrayed as a circular 
process of externalizing, objectifying, and appropriating essen­
tial forces. Accordingly, the process of the self-mediation of 
nature assumes into itself the self-realization of the acting subjects 
functioning within it. Both are processes of self-generation; 
they are produced out of their own products. Similarly, the 
society issuing from this praxis is conceived as a product of the 
forces and relationships of production created within it and by 
it. This figure of thought from praxis philosophy forces us to 
permit the moments of labor and nature - initially related 
distinctly to one another- to be absorbed into the totality of 
a self-referential process of reproduction. Ultimately, it is na­
ture itself that reproduces itself through the reproduction of 
the subject-writ-large, society, and of the subjects active within 
it. Marx did not escape the totality thinking of Hegel. This 
changes if social praxis is no longer thought of primarily as a 
labor process. 

The complementary concepts of communicative action and 
lifeworld introduce a difference that - unlike the difference 
between labor and nature - is not reabsorbed into a higher 
unity as its moments. To be sure, the reproduction of the 
lifeworld is nourished by the contributions of communicative 
action, even as the latter is dependent in turn upon the re­
sources of the lifeworld. 2 But we should not think of this cir­
cular process on the model of self-generation, as a production 
out of its own products, and then associate it with self-realiza­
tion. Otherwise, we would hypostatize the process of mutual 
understanding into an event of mediation (as happens to the 
labor process in praxis philosophy) and inflate the lifeworld 
into the totality of a higher-level subject (as happens to spirit 
in the philosophy of reflection). The difference between life­
world and communicative action is not taken back in any unity; 
it is even deepened to the extent that the reproduction of the 
lifeworld is no longer merely routed through the medium of 
action oriented toward reaching understanding, but is saddled 
on the interpretative performances of its agents. To the degree 
that the yes/no decisions that sustain the communicative prac­
tice of everyday life do not derive from an ascribed normative 

343 

The Normative Content of Modernity 

consensus, but emerge from the cooperative interpretative pro­
cesses of the participants themselves, concrete forms of life and 
universal structures of the lifeworld become separated. Natu­
rally, there arc family resemblances among the plurality of 
totalities of life forms; they overlap and interlock, but they are 
not embraced in turn by some supertotality. Multiplicity and 
diffusion arise in the course of an abstraction process through 
which the contents of particular lifeworlds are set off ever more 
starkly from the universal structures of the lifeworld. 

Considered as a resource, the lifeworld is divided in accord 
with the "given" components of speech acts (that is, their prop­
ositional, illocutionary, and intentional components) into cul­
ture, society, and person. I call culture3 the store of knowledge 
from which those engaged in communicative action draw in­
terpretations susceptible of consensus as they come to an un­
derstanding about something in the world. I call societ)' (in the 
narrower sense of a component of the lifeworld) the legitimate 
orders from which those engaged in communicative action 
gather a solidarity, based on belonging to groups, as they enter 
into interpersonal relationships with one another. Personality 
serves as a term of art for acquired competences that render a 
subject capable of speech and action and hence able to partic­
ipate in processes of mutual understanding in a given context 
and to maintain his own identity in the shifting contexts of 
interaction. This conceptual strategy breaks with the traditional 
conception - also held by the philosophy of the subject and 
praxis philosophy- that societies are composed of collectivities 
and these in turn of individuals. Individuals and groups are 
"members" of a lifeworld only in a metaphorical sense. 

The symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld does take place 
as a circular process. The structural nuclei of the lifeworld are 
"made possible" by their correlative processes of reproduction, 
and these in turn are "made possible" by contributions of com­
municative action. Cultural reproduction ensures that (in the se­
mantic dimension) newly arising situations can be connected 
up with existing conditions in the world; it secures the con­
tinuity of tradition and a coherency of knowledge sufficient 
for the consensus needs of everyday practice. Social integration 
ensures that newly arising situations (in the dimension of social 



;)44 

Lecture XII 

space) can be connected up with cxtstmg conditions in the 
world; it takes care of the coordination of action by means of 
legitimately regulated interpersonal relationships and lends 
constancy to the identity of groups. Finally, the socialization of 
members ensures that newly arising situations (in the dimen­
sion of historical time) can be connected up with existing vvorld 
conditions; it secures the acquisition of generalized capacities 
for action for future generations and takes care of harmonizing 
individual life histories and collective life forms. Thus, inter­
pretative schemata susceptible of consensus (or "valid knowl­
edge"), legitimately ordered interpersonal relationships (or 
"solidarities"), and capacities for interaction (or "personal 
identities") arc renewed in these three processes of 
reproduction. 

If this is accepted as a theoretical description of a balanced 
and undistorted reproduction of the lifcworld, we can pursue 
the following question, first of all by means of a thought ex­
periment: In which direction would the struct urcs of the life­
world have to vary if the undistorted reproduction of a 
concrete life form were to be less and less guaranteed by tra­
ditional, customary, time-tested, and consensual stocks of 
knowledge and had to be secured instead by a risky search for 
consensus, that is, by the cooperative achievements of those 
engaged in communicative action themselYes? 

This is certainly an idealized projection, but not an utterly 
arbitrary one, since actual lines of development in modern 
lifeworlcls stand out against the background of this thought 
experiment: the abstraction of ulliversal lifeworld structures 
from the particular configurations of totalities of forms of life 
that arise only as plural. On the cultural level, the traditional 
nuclei that guarantee identity separate off from the concrete 
contents with which thev were once closely woven in mythical 
world views. They shrink to abstract elem~nts such as co;lCepts 
of the objective, social, and sul~jecti\T worlds, presuppositions 
of communication, procedures of argumentation, abstract basic 
\'alues, etc. On the level of societv, general principles are crvs­
tallized out of the particular contexts to which they were once 
bound in primitiYe societies. In modern societies, principles of 
legality and moralitv prevail which are less and less tailored to 
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particular life forms. On the level of personality, the cognitive 
structures acquired in the process of socialization are disso­
ciated ever more emphatically from the contents of cultural 
knowledge with which they were initially integrated in "con­
crete thinking." The objects with respect to which formal com­
pctences can be exercised become ever more variable. If we 
single out of these trends only the degree of freedom gained 
by the structural components of the lifeworld, the following 
vanishing points result: for culture, a condition of the constant 
revision of traditions that have been unthawed, that is, that 
have become reflective; for society, a condition of the depen­
dence of legitimate orders upon formal and ultimately discur­
sive procedures for establishing and grounding norms; for 
personality, a condition of the risk-filled self-direction of a 
highly abstract ego-identity. There arise structural pressures 
toward the critical dissolution of guaranteed knowledge, the 
establishment of generalized values and norms, and self-di­
rected individuation (since abstract ego-identities point toward 
self-realization in autonomous life projects). 

This separation of form and content is a distant reminder 
of the traditional determination of a "rational practice": Self­
consciousness returns in the form of a culture become reflex­
ive; self-determination in the form of generalized values and 
norms; self-realization in that of the advanced individuation of 
socialized subjects. But the growth in reflexivity, in universal­
ism, and in individuation undergone by the structural core of 
the lifeworld in the course of its differentiation now no longer 
fits the description of an intensification within the dimensions 
of the subject's relation-to-self. And only under this description 
-that is, from the pcrspecti\'e of the philosophy of the subject 
- could societal rationalization, the unfolding of the rational 
potential of social practice, be represented as the self-reflection 
of a societal macrosubject. The theory of communication can 
do without this figure of thought. Now the increasing reflex­
ivity of culture, the generalization of values and norms, and 
the heightened individuation of socialized subjects, the en­
hancement of critical consciousness, autonomous will forma­
tion, and individuation - that is, the strengthening of the 
moments of rationality once attributed to the practice of sub-
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jects - takes place under conditions of an ever more extensive 
and ever more finely woven net of linguistically generated 
intersubjectivity. Rationalization of the lifeworld means differ­
entiation and condensation at once- a thickening of the float­
ing web of intersubjective threads that simultaneously holds 
together the ever more sharply differentiated components of 
culture, society, and person. The reproductive mode of the 
lifeworld does not change linearly in the direction indicated by 
the catchwords "reflexivity," "abstract universalism," and "in­
dividuation." Rather, the rationalized lifeworld secures the con­
tinuity of its contexts of meaning with the discontinuous tools 
of critique; it preserves the context of social integration by the 
risky means of an individualistically isolating universalism; and 
it sublimates the overwhelming power of the genealogical 
nexus into a fragile and vulnerable universality by means of 
an extremely individualized socialization. The more abstractly 
the differentiated structures of the lifeworld operate in the 
ever more particularized forms of life, the more the rational 
potential of action oriented toward reaching understanding 
evolves solely by these means. This can be clarified by the fol­
lowing thought experiment. 

Continuities in the semantic field would not have to be sev­
ered even if cultural reproduction could now occur only by way 
of critique. In a structurally differentiated lifeworld, the de­
velopment of the potential for negation inherent in the process 
of reaching agreement in language becomes a necessary condi­
tion for texts to connect up with one another and for traditions 
- which live, of course, from the power of conviction - to 
continue. ::--.Jor would the intersubjective net knit together in 
social space out of relations of reciprocal recognition have to 
be torn apart if social integration could now occur only by way 
of a universalism that was abstract and at the same time indi­
vidualistically tailored. The procedures of discursive will for­
mation established in the structurally differentiated lifeworld 
are set up to secure the social bond of all with all precisely 
through equal consideration of the interests of each individual. 
This means that as a participant in discourses, the individual, 
with his irreplaceable yes or no, is only fully on his own under 
the presupposition that he remains bound to a universal com-
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munity by way of a cooperative quest for truth. Not even the 
substance of the universal within the historical succession of 
generations would have to dissolve away into nothing if pro­
cesses of socialization could now advance only across the thresh­
old of extreme individuation. In the structurally differentiated 
lifeworld, we merely acknowledge a principle that was in op­
eration from the beginning: to wit, that socialization takes place 
in the same proportion as individuation, just as, inversely, in­
dividuals are constituted socially. With the system of personal 
pronouns, a relentless pressure toward individuation is built 
into the use of language oriented toward mutual understand­
ing that is proper to socializing interaction. At the same time, 
the force of an intersubjectivity pressing toward socialization 
comes to the fore through the same linguistic medium. 

Figures of thought from the theory of intersubjectivity thus 
render intelligible why critical testing and a fallibilist conscious­
ness even enhance the continuity of a tradition that has 
stripped away its quasi-natural state of being. They make com­
prehensible why abstract, universalistic procedures for discur­
sive will formation even strengthen solidarity in life contexts 
that are no longer legitimated by tradition. They help us to 
understand why an expanded scope for individuation and self­
realization even condenses and stabilizes a process of sociali­
zation detached from fixed models of socialization. 

If one retrieves the normative content of modernity in this 
manner- a content that gets away from the concepts of praxis 
philosophy, if not from its intentions - the three moments 
once assembled into the "dialectic of enlightenment" now fall 
apart: As the principle of modernity, subjectivity was supposed 
to determine its normative content as well; at the same time, 
subject-centered reason led to abstractions that fragmented the 
ethical totality; and yet only self-reflection, which emanated 
from subjectivity and strove to get beyond its narrow-mind­
edness, supposedly proved itself equal to the task of reconcil­
iation. In its own way, praxis philosophy made this program 
its own. For Marx, the analysis of class antagonisms, their 
revolutionary overthrow, and the unleashing of the emanci­
patory content of stored-up forces of production were three 
conceptually interconnected moments. In this respect, the no-
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tion of reason derived from the structures of linguistically 
generated intersubjectivity and concretized in terms of ration­
aliation processes in the lifeworld provides no equivalent for 
the concept of an intrinsically rational praxis that was deployed 
in the philosophy of history. As soon as we give up praxis 
philosophy's understanding of society as a self-referential sub­
ject-writ-large, encompassing all individual subjects, the cor­
responding models for the diagnosis and mastery of crisis -
division and revolution - arc no longer applicable. Because 
the successive releasing of the rational potential inherent in 
communicative action is no longer thought of as self-reflection 
writ large, this specification of the normative content of mod­
ernity can prejudge neither the conceptual tools for diagnosing 
crises nor the way of overcoming them. 

The probability of conflict-free reproduction by no means 
increases with the degree of rationalization of the lifeworld -
it is only that the level at which conflicts can arise is shifted. 
With the differentiation of the structures of the lifeworld, the 
forms in which social pathologies appear are multiplied ac­
cording to '.Vhich aspects of which structural factors arc insuf­
ficiently taken care of: Loss of meaning, conditions of anomie, 
and psychopathologies are the most obvious kinds of symp­
toms, but not the only ones. 4 As a result, the causes of social 
pathologies, which in the model of a division within a macro­
subject are still clustered around class antagonism, now break 
up into widely scattered historical contingencies. The patho­
logical characteristics of modern societies now fit into patterns 
only to the extent that a predominance of economic and bu­
reaucratic rationality - of cognitive-instrumental forms of ra­
tionality generally - makes itself felt. The jagged profile of 
rationality potentials that have been unevenly exploited excludes 
from our explanatory approach the idea of a stagnated circular 
process of self-mediation in a divided macrosubject. 5 

It is obvious that with these considerations we have not yet 
touched at all on the question from which praxis philosophy 
started. As long as we leave the material reproduction of the 
lifeworlcl out of consideration, as we have until now, we will 
not even reach the level of the older problematic. I ndced, Marx 
selected "labor" as his basic category because he could see how 
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the structures of bourgeois society were ever more strongly 
stamped by abstract labor, that is, by the type of gainful labor 
steered by the market, valorized in a capitalist fashion, and 
organized into businesses. In the meantime, this tendency has 
clearly slackened. 6 But the type of social pathology analyzed by 
Marx in terms of the real abstractions characteristic of alienated 
labor has not thereby disappeared. 

III 

The approach of communication theory seems to be able to 
salvage the normative content of modernity only at the cost of 
idealist abstractions. Once again suspicion is cast on the purism 
of a purely communicative reason - this time on an abstract 
description of rationalized lifeworlds that does not take into 
account the constraints of material reproduction. In order to 
defuse this suspicion, we have to show that the theory of com­
munication can contribute to explaining how it is that in the 
modern period an economy organized in the form of markets 
is functionally intermeshed with a state that has a monopoly 
on power, how it gains autonomy as a piece of norm-free 
sociality over against the lifeworld, and how it opposes its own 
imperatives based on system maintenance to the rational im­
peratives of the lifeworld. Marx was the first to analyze this 
conflict between system imperatives and lifeworld imperatives, 
in the form of a dialectic of dead labor and living labor, of 
abstract labor and concrete labor; and he vividly illustrated it 
with materials from social history concerning the irruption of 
new modes of production into traditional lifeworlds. Mean­
while, the kind of system rationality that first became evident 
in the independent logic of capital self-realization has taken 
over other domains of action as well. 

No matter how structurally differentiated lifeworlds may be, 
no matter whether they have developed highly specialized sub­
systems (and subparts of subparts of subsystems) for the func­
tional domains of cultural reproduction, social integration, and 
socialization - the complexity of any lifeworld is narrc 'vly 
restricted by the limits of the strain that can be placed upon 
the mechanism of mutual understanding. In the degree that a 
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lifeworld is rationalized, the expenditure of understanding 
borne by the communicative agents themselves increases. This 
also increases the risk of dissent in a communication that gen­
erates a bonding effect only via the double negation of validity 
claims. Ordinary language is a risky mechanism for coordinat­
ing action; it is also expensive, immobile, and restricted in what 
it can accomplish. The meaning of the individual speech act 
cannot be detached from the lifeworld's complex horizon of 
meaning; it remains entwined w.ith the intuitively present back­
ground knowledge of interaction participants. The plenitude 
of connotations, the functional richness, and the capacity for 
variation proper to the use oflanguage oriented toward mutual 
understanding is only the reverse side of a relationship to 
totality that does not allow for any arbitrary expansion of the 
capacity to achieve understanding in everyday practice. 

Because lifeworlds can afford only a restricted outlay for 
coordination and understanding, at a certain level of complex­
ity ordinary language has to be disencumbered by the sorts of 
special languages that Talcott Parsons studied in connection 
with the example of money. When the medium for coordinat­
ing action no longer has to be called upon for all linguistic 
functions at once, then there is a disburdening effect. The 
binding of communicatively guided action to contexts of the 
lifeworld is also reduced by the partial replacement of ordinary 
language. Social processes set free in this way become "de­
worlded," that is, released from those relationships to the to­
tality and those structures of intersu~jectivity by which culture, 
society, and personality are interlaced with one another. Func­
tions of material reproduction are especially open to this kind 
of disburdening because they do not per se need to be fulfilled 
by communicative actions. Changes in conditions in the mate­
rial substrate can be traced back directly to the aggregate re­
sults and consequences of goal-directed interventions in the 
objective world. To be sure, these teleological actions need 
coordination too; they have to be socially integrated. But the 
integration can occur by way of an impoverished and standardized 
language that coordinates functionally specialized activities -
for instance, the production and distribution of goods and 
services - without burdening social integration with the ex-
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pense of risky and uneconomical processes of mutual under­
standing, and without connecting up with processes of cultural 
transmission and socialization through the medium of ordinary 
language. Evidently the medium of money satisfies these con­
ditions for a specially encoded steering language. It has 
branched off from normal language as a special code that is 
tailored to special situations (of exchange); it conditions deci­
sions for action on the basis of a built-in preference structure 
(of supply and demand), in a way that is effective for coordi­
nation but without having to lay claim to the resources of the 
lifeworld. 

However, money makes possible not only specifically de­
worlded forms of interaction, but the formation of a function­
ally specialized subsystem that articulates its relationships to 
the environment via money. Considered historically, capitalism 
saw the rise of an economic system that regulates internal 
exchanges as well as interchanges with its noneconomic envi­
ronments (private households and the state) through monetary 
channels. The institutionalization of wage labor on the one 
hand, and that of a state based on taxation on the other, was 
as constitutive of the new mode of production as was the or­
ganizational form of the capitalist enterprise inside the eco­
nomic system. Complementary environments were formed in 
the measure that the productive process was shifted over to 
wage labor and the apparatus of government was linked to 
production via taxes on those employed. On the one side, the 
state apparatus became dependent upon a media-steered eco­
nomic system; this led, among other things, to the assimilation 
of official and personal power to the structure of a steering 
medium; that is, power became assimilated to money. On the 
other side, traditional forms of labor and of life broke down 
under the grip of gainful labor organized in business enter­
prises. The plebeianizing of the rural population and the pro­
letarianizing of the labor force highly concentrated in cities 
became the first exemplary case of a systemically induced rei­
fication of everyday practice. 

With exchange processes operating through media there 
emerges in modern societies a third level of autonomous func­
tional contexts - above the level of simple interactions as well 
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as beyond the level of forms of organization still bound to the 
lifcworld. Contexts of interaction that have gained autonomy 
as subsystems and that go beyond the horizon of the lifeworld 
congeal into the second nature of a norm-free sociality. This 
decoupling of system from lifeworld is experienced within 
modern lifeworlds as a reification of /ifr forms. Hegel reacted to 
this basic experience with the concept of the "positive" and the 
idea of a dirempted ethical totality; Marx started more specif­
ically from alienated industrial labor and class antagonisms. 
Operating under premises of the philosophy of the subject, 
they both nevertheless underestimated the independent logic 
of systemically integrated domains of action that are dissociated 
from structures of intersubjectivity to such an extent that they 
no longer exhibit any structural analogies with socially inte­
grated domains of action differentiated within the lifeworld. 
For Hegel and Marx, the system of needs or capitalist society 
arose from processes of abstraction that still pointed to ethical 
totality or rational praxis and remained subject to their struc­
tures. These abstractions constituted nonindependent mo­
ments within the self-relation and self-movement of a higher­
level subject, into vvhich they would f1ow once again. In Marx, 
this 0\'Crcoming [Aufhebung] takes the shape of a revolutionary 
praxis, which breaks the systemic logic of capital's self-realiza­
tion, brings the independent economic process back into the 
horizon of the lifeworld again, and frees the realm of freedom 
from the dictates of the realm of necessity. In attacking the 
priYate ownership of the means of production, the revolution 
simultaneously strikes at the institutional foundations of the 
medium through which the capitalist economy was differen­
tiated out. The lifeworlcl rigidified under the law of value is to 
be given back its spontaneity; at that very moment, the objective 
illusion of capital will dissolve away into nothing. 

As we have seen, this melting clown of systemically reified 
domains of action into a spontaneous relation-to-self of spirit 
or of societv already met with strong opposition from the Right 
Hegelians of the fi.r~t generation. Against the de-differentiation 
of state and society, they insisted on the objective distinction 
between the societal svstem and the governmental subject. 
Their neoconservative successors gave this thesis an affirmative 
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twist. Hans Freyer and Joachim Ritter saw in the dynamic of 
the reification of culture and society only the reverse side of 
the constitution of a realm of subjective freedom worth striving 
for. Arnold Gehlen criticized even the latter as an empty sub­
jectivity released from all objective imperatives. Even those 
who, following Lukacs, fastened upon the concept of reification 
came to agree more and more with their opponents in their 
description; they were increasingly impressed with the impo­
tence of subjects in relation to the feedback processes of self­
regulating systems, over which they could have no influence. 
It makes almost no difference whether the one indicts as a 
negative totality what the other celebrates as a crystallization; 
or whether the one denounces as reification what the other 
technocratically lays down as the law of reality. For decades, 
this trend in the social-theoretical diagnosis of the age has been 
heading toward the point that systems functionalism makes 
into its own point: It allows the su~jects themselves to degen­
erate into systems. It tacitly sets a seal on "the end of the 
individual," which Adorno encircled with his negative dialectic 
and protested against as a self-inflicted fate. Niklas Luhmann 
simply presupposes that the structures of intersu~jectivity have 
collapsed and that individuals have become disengaged from 
their lifeworlds - that personal and social systems form envi­
ronments for each other. 7 The barbaric condition predicted by 
l'vlarx in case revolutionary praxis failed is characterized by a 
complete subsumption of the lifeworld under the imperatives 
of a valorization process decoupled from use-values and con­
crete labor. Undisturbed by this, systems functionalism pro­
ceeds from the assumption that this condition has already set 
in - not merely at the entrance to the capitalist economy, but 
in the forecourts of eve!)' functional system. The marginalized 
lifeworld could survive onlv if it were to be transformed in 

I 

turn into a media-steered subsystem and if it were to shed 
everyday communicative practice like a snakeskin. 

On the one hand, Luhmann's version of systems function­
alism takes up the heritage of the philosophy of the sul~ject; it 
replaces the self-relating subject with a self-relating system. On 
the other hand, it radicalizes Nietzsche's critique of reason by 
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withdrawing any kind of claim to reason along with the rela­
tionship to the totality of the lifeworld. H 

The fact that Luhmann draws upon the reflective content of 
these two opposed traditions and brings motifs from Kant and 
Nietzsche together in a cybernetic language game indicates the 
level at which he establishes social systems theory. Luhmann 
takes the same characteristics that Foucault attributed to dis­
course formations with the help of a transcendental-historical 
concept of power and transfers them to meaning-elaborating 
systems that operate in a self-relating fashion. 9 Since he also 
relinquishes the intention of a critique of reason together with 
the concept of reason, he can turn all the statements that 
Foucault made by way of denunciation into descriptive ones. 
In this respect, Luhmann pushes the neoconservative affir­
mation of social modernity to a peak, and also to heights of 
reflection where everything the advocates of postmodernity 
could come up with has already been thought of- without 
any complaints and in a more differentiated manner. More­
over, systems functionalism is not open to the objection of being 
unable to give an account of its own status; it places itself 
without any hesitation within the system of science and comes 
forward with a claim to "disciplinary universality." Nor can it 
be charged with a tendency toward leveling. At most, 
Luhmann's theory, which is today incomparable when it comes 
to its power of conceptualization, its theoretical imaginative­
ness, and its capacity for processing information, raises doubts 
as to whether the price for its "gains in abstraction" is not too 
high. The tireless shredding machine of reconceptualization 
separates out the "undercomplex" lifeworld as an indigestible 
residue - precisely the realm of phenomena of interest to a 
social theory that has not burned all bridges to the prescientific 
experience of crisis. 

In regard to the capitalist economy, Marx did not distinguish 
between the new level of system differentiation brought about 
by a media-steered economic system and the class-specific 
forms of its institutionalization. For him, abolishing class struc­
tures and melting down the independent systemic logic of 
functionally differentiated and reified domains of interaction 
formed a single syndrome. Luhmann commits a complemen-
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tary error. Faced with the new level of the differentiation of 
systems, he overlooks the fact that media such as money and 
power, via which functional systems set themselves off from 
the lifeworld, have in turn to be institutionalized in the life­
world. This is why the class-specific distributive effects of the 
media's being anchored in property laws and constitutional 
norms do not come into view at all. "Inclusion," in the sense 
of the equal rights of all individuals to access to all functional 
systems, thus appears as a systemically necessary outcome of 
the process of differentiation. 10 Whereas for Marx systemically 
autonomous functional contexts go up in smoke after a suc­
cessful revolution, for Luhmann the lifeworld now has already 
lost all significance in the functionally differentiated societies 
of the modern world. What disappears from both perspectives 
is the mutual interpenetration and opposition of system and 
lifeworld imperatives, which explains the double-front char­
acter of societal modernization. 

The paradoxes of societal rationalization, which I have de­
veloped elsewhere, 11 may be summarized in an oversimplified 
way as follows. The rationalization of the lifeworld had to reach 
a certain maturity before the media of money and power could 
be legally institutionalized in it. The two functional systems of 
the market economy and the administrative state, which grew 
beyond the horizon of the political orders of stratified class 
societies, destroyed the traditional life forms of old European 
society to begin with. The internal dynamic of these two func­
tionally intermeshed subsystems, however, also reacts back 
upon the rationalized life forms of modern society that made 
them possible, to the extent that processes of monetarization 
and bureaucratization penetrate the core domains of cultural 
reproduction, social integration, and socialization. Forms of 
interaction shaped by these media cannot encroach upon 
realms of life that by their function are dependent on action 
oriented to mutual understanding without the appearance of 
pathological side effects. In the political systems of advanced 
capitalist societies, we find compromise structures that, histor­
ically considered, can be conceived of as reactions on the part 
of the lifeworld to the independent systemic logic and growth 
in complexity proper to the capitalist economic process and a 
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state apparatus with a monopoly on force. These origins have 
left their traces on the options that remain open to us in a 
social-welfare state in crisis. 1 ~ 

The options are determined by the logic of a politics adjusted 
to the system imperatives of economy and state. The two me­
dia-steered subsystems, which constitute environments for one 
another, are supposed to be intelligently attuned to one an­
other - and not simply to reciprocally externalize their costs 
so as to burden a total system incapable of self-reflection. 
Within the scope of such a politics, only the correctly dosed 
distribution of problems as between the subsystems of state 
and economy is in dispute. One side sees the causes of crisis in 
the unleashing of the dynamics proper to the economy; the 
other side, in the bureaucratic fetters imposed on the former. 
The corresponding therapies are a social subduing of capital­
ism or a displacement of problems from administrative plan­
ning back to the market. The one side sees the source of the 
systemically induced disturbances of everyday life in monetar­
ized labor power; the other, in the bureaucratic crippling of 
personal initiative. But both sides agree in assigning a merely 
passive role to the vulnerable domains of lifeworld interaction 
as against the motors of societal modernization: state and 
economy. 

Meanwhile, the legitimists of the social-welfare state are 
everywhere in retreat, while the neoconservatives complacently 
undertake to terminate the social-welfare-state compromise -
or at least to redefine its conditions. In return for an energetic 
improvement of the valorization conditions of capital, neocon­
servatives accept in the bargain costs that can be shifted in the 
short term to the lifeworld of the underprivileged and margin­
alized, but also risks that rebound upon society as a whole. 
There arise the new class structures of a society segmented on 
its ever widening margins. Economic growth is kept going by 
innovations that for the first time arc intentionally tied to an 
armaments spiral that has gone out of control. At the same 
time, the intrinsic normati~e logic of rationalized lifeworlds 
now finds expression, however selectively, not only in the clas­
sical demands for more distributive justice, but in the wide 
spectrum of so-called postmaterial values, in the interest in 
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conserving the natural bases of human life and in preserving 
the internal communicative structures of highly differentiated 
life forms. So it is that system imperatives and lifeworld im­
peratives form new frictional surfaces that spark new conflicts 
which cannot be dealt with in the existing compromise struc­
tures. The question posed today is whether a new compromise 
can be arranged in accord with the old rules of system-oriented 
politics - or whether the crisis management attuned to crises 
that are systemically caused and perceived as systemic will be 
undermined by social movements no longer oriented to the 
system's steering needs, but to the processes at the boundaries 
between system and lifeworld. 

IV 

With this question we touch upon the other moment - the 
possibility of mastering crises in grand format, for which praxis 
philosophy once offered the means of revolutionary praxis. If 
society as a whole is no longer thought of as a higher-level 
su~ject that knows itself, determines itself, and realizes itself, 
there are no paths of relation-to-self upon which the revolu­
tionaries could enter in order to work with, for, and on the 
crippled macrosubject. Without a self-relating macrosubject, 
anything like a self-reflective knowledge on the part of the 
social totality is just as inconceivable as society's having an influ­
ence upon itself. As soon as the higher-level intcrsubjectivity 
of public processes of opinion and consensus formation takes 
the place of the higher-level subject of society as a whole, 
relationships-to-self of this kind lose their meaning. It is ques­
tionable whether under these changed premises it still makes 
any sense to speak of a "society exercising influence upon 
itself." 

For a society to influence itself in this sense it must have, on 
the one hand, a reflexive center, where it builds up a knowledge 
of itself in a process of self-understanding, and, on the other 
hand, an executive system that, as a part, can act for the whole 
and influence the whole. Can modern societies meet these 
conditions? Systems theory projects a picture of them as a­
centric ~ocieties "without central organs." 1 ~1 On this account, 
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the lifeworld has disintegrated without remainder into the 
functionally specialized subsystems such as economy, state, ed­
ucation, science, etc. These systemic monads, which have re­
placed withered intersubjective relationships with functional 
connections, are symmetrically related to one another, but their 
precarious equilibrium is not susceptible of being regulated for 
society as a whole. They must reciprocally balance one another, 
since none of the total societal functions that come to the fore 
with them attains a primacy for society as a whole. None of the 
subsystems could occupy the top· of a hierarchy and represent 
the whole the way the emperor could once do for the empire 
in stratified societies. Modern societies no longer have at their 
disposal an authoritative center for self-reflection and steering. 

From the viewpoint of systems theory, only the subsystems 
develop anything like a selrconsciousness, and they do so only 
in view of their own function. The whole is reflected in the 
partial system's self-consciousness only from the perspective of 
that system, as its respective social environment: "Hence, a con­
sensus functional for society as a whole about what is and what 
is valid is difficult, in fact impossible; what is used as a consen­
sus functions in the form of a recognized provisional arrange­
ment. In addition to this, there are the really productive 
syntheses of reality that are functionally specific at the levels 
of complexity that individual functional systems can achieve 
for themselves but can no longer add up to a comprehensive 
world view in the sense of a congregatio corporum, or a universitas 
rerum." 11 Luhmann elaborates on this "provisional arrange­
ment" in a footnote as follows: "It was a peculiar decision of 
Husserlian philosophy, with considerable ramifications for so­
ciological discussions, to endow this provisional arrangement 
with the status of an ultimately valid basis of a concrete a priori 
by giving it the title of 'lifeworld."' It is sociologically untenable 
to postulate for the lifeworld any kind of "primacy in being." 

The legacy of H usserlian apriorism may mean a burden for 
various versions of social phenomenology; 15 but the commu­
nications-theoretic concept of the lifeworld has been freed 
from the mortgages of transcendental philosophy. If one is to 
take the basic fact of linguistic socialization into account, one 
will be hard put to do without this notion. Participants in 
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interaction cannot carry out speech acts that are effective for 
coordination unless they impute to everyone involved an in­
tersubjectively shared lifeworld that is angled toward the situ­
ation of discourse and anchored in bodily centers. For those 
acting in the first person singular or plural with an orientation 
to mutual understanding, each lifeworld constitutes a totality 
of meaning relations and referential connections with a zero 
point in the coordinate system shaped by historical time, social 
space, and semantic field. Moreover, the different lifeworlds 
that collide with one another do not stand next to each other 
without any mutual understanding. As totalities, they follow 
the pull of their claims to universality and work out their 
differences until their horizons of understanding "fuse" with 
one another, as Gadamer puts it. Consequently, even modern, 
largely decentered societies maintain in their everyday com­
municative action a virtual center of self-understanding, from 
which even functionally specified systems of action remain 
within intuitive reach, as long as they do not outgrow the 
horizon of the lifeworld. This center is, of course, a projection, 
but it is an effective one. The polycentric projections of the 
totality - which anticipate, outdo, and incorporate one an­
other- generate competing centers. Even collective identities 
dance back and forth in the flux of interpretations, and are 
actually more suited to the image of a fragile network than to 
that of a stable center of self-reflection. 

Nevertheless, everyday practice affords a locus for sponta­
neous processes of self-understanding and identity formation, 
even in nonstratified societies that no longer have a knowledge 
of themselves available in the traditional forms of representa­
tive self-presentation. Even in modern societies, a diffuse com­
mon consciousness takes shape from the polyphonous and 
obscure projections of the totality. This common consciousness 
can be concentrated and more clearly articulated around spe­
cific themes and ordered contributions; it achieves greater clar­
ity in the higher-level, concentrated communicative processes 
of a public sphere. Technologies of communication - such as 
book publishing and the press, first of all, and then radio and 
television - make utterances available for practically any con­
text, and make possible a highly differentiated network of 
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public spheres - local and transregional, literary, scientific, 
and political, within parties or associations, media-dependent 
or subcultural. Within these public spheres, processes of opin­
ion and consensus formation, which depend upon diffusion 
and mutual interpenetration no matter how specialized they 
are, get institutionalized. The boundaries are porous; each 
public sphere is open to other public spheres. To their discur­
sive structures they owe a universalist tendency that is hardly 
concealed. All partial public spheres point to a comprehensive 
public sphere in which society as a whole fashions a knowledge 
of itself. The European Enlightenment elaborated this expe­
rience and took it up into its programmatic formulas. 

vVhat Luhmann calls "the consensus functioning for the 
whole of society" is context-dependent and fallible - provi­
sional in fact. But this refiexive knowledge on the part of 
society as a whole exists. Only now it is due to the higher-level 
intersubjectivity of public spheres and hence can no longer 
satisfy the sharp criteria of self-refiection by a higher-level 
subject. Of course, such a center of self-understanding is in­
sufficient for a society to exercise influence over itself; for this, 
it would also require a central steering authority that could 
receive and translate into action the knowledge and the im­
pulses from the public sphere. 

According to the normative ideas of our political tradition, 
the democratically legitimated apparatus of state - having 
been shifted from the sovereignty of princes to the sovereignty 
of the people - is supposed to be able to put into effect the 
opinion and will of the citizenry as a public. The citizens them­
selves participate in the formation of collective consciousness, 
but they cannot act collectivelv. Can the government do so? 
"Collective action" would mean that the gmernment would 
transpose the intersubjectively constituted self-knowledge of 
society organizationally into the self-determination of society. 
And vet, even on syst~ms-theoretic grounds, one has to doubt 
this possibility. As a matter of fact, today politics has become 
an affair of a functionally specialized subsystem; and the latter 
does not dispose over the measure of autonomy relative to the 
other subsystems that would be required for ~entral steering, 
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that is, for an influence of society as a totality upon its~lf, an 
infiuence that comes from it and goes back to it. 

In modern societies, there obviously exists an asymmetry 
betvveen the (weak) capacities for intersubjective self-under­
standing and the (missing) capacities for the self-organization 
of society as a whole. Under these changed premises, there is 
no equivalent for the philosophy of the subject's model of self­
influence in general and for the Hegelian-Marxist understand­
ing of revolutionary action in particular. 

This insight has come into broad effect, carried along by a 
specific experience that labor parties and unions have had, 
above all, in their attempts to realize the social-welfare-state 
project since the end of the Second World War. I am talking 
neither about the economic problems that cropped up as a 
result of successful social-welbre legislation during the period 
of reconstruction, nor about the limits upon the power and 
the ability of planning administrations to intervene, nor about 
problems of steering at all. I mean, rather, a characteristic trans­
formation in the perception of the democratically legitimated 
state power that had to be brought to bear in pursuing the 
goal of "socially taming" the naturelike capitalist economic sys­
tem, and especially the goal of neutralizing the destructive side 
effects of its crisis-filled expansion on the existence and life­
world of dependent workers. It> Advocates of the social-welfare 
state regarded it as unproblematic that an active government 
should intervene not onlv in the economic cvcle but also in the 

' / 

life cycle of its citizens - the goal indeed was to reform the 
living conditions of the citizens by way of reforming the con­
ditions of labor and employment. Underlying this was the dem­
ocratic tradition's idea that society could exercise an influence 
over itself by the neutral means of political-administrative 
power. Just this expectation has been disappointed. 

In the meantime, an increasingly dense network of legal 
norms, of governmental and paragovernmental bureaucracies, 
has been drawn over the everydav life of its actual and potential 
clients. Extensive discussions about legal regulation and bur­
eaucratization in general, about the counterproductive effects 
of gm·ernment welfare policies in particular, about the profes­
sionalization and scicntization of social services have drawn 
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attention to circumstances that make one thing clear: The legal­
administrative means of translating social-welfare programs 
into action are not some passive, as it were, propertyless me­
dium. They are connected, rather, with a praxis that involves 
isolation of facts, normalization, and surveillance, the reifying 
and subjectivating violence of which Foucault has traced right 
down into the most delicate capillary tributaries of everyday 
communication. The deformations of a lifeworld that is regu­
lated, fragmented, monitored, and looked after are surely 
more subtle than the palpable forms of material exploitation 
and impoverishment; but internalized social conflicts that have 
shifted from the corporeal to the psychic are not therefore less 
destructive. 

Today one sees the contradiction inherent in the social-wel­
fare-state pr~ject as such. Its substantive goal was to set free 
life forms structured in an egalitarian way, which were sup­
posed at the same time to open up space for individual self­
realization and spontaneity; but too great a demand was placed 
upon the medium of power in expecting it to call forth new 
forms of life. Once the state has been differentiated out as one 
among many media-steered functional systems, it should no 
longer be regarded as the central steering authority in which 
society brings together its capabilities for organizing itself. A 
functional system that has grown beyond the horizon of the 
lifeworld and become independent, that shuts itself off from 
perspectives of society as a whole, and that can perceive society 
as a whole only from the perspective of a subsystem, stands 
over against processes of opinion and will formation in a gen­
eral public sphere, which, however diffuse, are still directed to 
society as a whole. 

A new, as it were stereoscopically sharpened view of "the 
political" emerges from the historical disillusionment with a 
bureaucratically coagulated social-welfare-state project. In ad­
dition to the independent systemic logic of a power medium 
that only seems to be usable in a purposive-rational manner, 
another dimension becomes visible. The public sphere as po­
litical, in which complex societies can acquire normative dis­
tance from themselves and work out experiences of crisis 
collectively, takes on a remoteness from the political system 
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similar to the remoteness it previously had from the economic 
system. The political system has acquired a similarly problem­
atic character, or at least one with two battlefronts. Now it is 
itself perceived as a source of steering problems, and not simply 
as a means for the solution of problems. Thus, we have become 
conscious of the difference between steering problems and problems 
of mutual understanding. We can see the difference between 
systemic disequilibria and lifeworld pathologies, between dis­
turbances of material reproduction and deficiencies in the sym­
bolic reproduction of the lifeworld. We come to recognize the 
distinction between the deficits that inflexible structures of the 
lifeworld can cause in the maintenance of the systems of em­
ployment and domination (via the withdrawal of motivation or 
legitimation), on the one hand, and manifestations of a colo­
nization of the lifeworld by the imperatives of functional sys­
tems that externalize their costs on the other. Such phenomena 
demonstrate once more that the achievements of steering and 
those of mutual understanding are resources that cannot be 
freely substituted for one another. Money and power can nei­
ther buy nor compel solidarity and meaning. In brief, the result 
of the process of disillusionment is a new state of consciousness 
in which the social-welfare-state project becomes reflexive to a 
certain extent and aims at taming not just the capitalist econ­
omy, but the state itself. 

However, if not only capitalism, but also the interventionist 
state itself is to be "socially tamed," the task has to be defined 
anew. The welfare-state pr~ject entrusted the planning capacity 
of public administrations with having a stimulating influence 
upon the self-steering mechanism of a different subsystem. If 
this "regulation," applied so very indirectly, is now supposed 
to extend to the organizational performances of the state, the 
mode of influence may not be specified again as indirect steer­
ing, for a new steering potential could only be furnished by 
another subsystem. Even if we could come up with a supple­
mentary system of this sort, after a further round of disap­
pointment and distantiation we would again face the problem 
that perceptions of crises in the lifeworld cannot be translated with­
out remainder into systems-related problems o{ steering. 
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Instead, it is a question of building up restraining barriers 
for the exchanges between system and lifeworld and of build­
ing in sensors for the exchanges between lifework! and system. 
At any rate, limit problems of this sort are posed as soon as a 
highly rationalized lifeworld is to be shielded against the intol­
erable imperatives of the occupational system or against the 
penetrating side effects of the administrative provision for life. 
The systemic spell cast by the capitalist labor market over the 
life histories of those able to work, by the network of respon­
sible, regulating, and supervising public authorities over the 
life forms of their clients, and by the now autonomous nuclear 
arms race over the life expectancy of peoples, cannot be broken 
by systems learning to function better. Rather, impulses from 
the lifeworld must be able to enter into the self-steering of 
functional systemsY Of course, this would require altering the 
relationship between autonomous, self-organized public 
spheres, on the one hand, and realms of action steered by 
money and power, on the other, or in other words: a new 
division of powers within the dimension of social integration. 
The socially integrating power of solidarity would have to be 
in a position to assert itself against the systemically integrating 
steering media of money and power. 

I call those public spheres autonomous which are neither 
bred nor kept by a political system for purposes of creating 
legitimation. Centers of concentrated communication that arise 
spontaneously out of microdomains of everyday practice can 
develop into autonomous public spheres and consolidate as 
self-supporting higher-level intersubjectivities only to the de­
gree that the lifeworld potential for self-organization and for 
the self-organized use of the means of communication are 
utilized. Forms of self-organization strengthen the collective 
capacity for action. Grassroots organizations, however, may not 
cross the threshold to the formal organization of independent 
systems. Otherwise they will pay for the indisputable gain in 
complexity by having organizational goals detached from the 
orientations and attitudes of their members and dependent 
instead upon imperatives of maintaining and expanding or­
ganizational power. The lack of symmetry between capacities 
for self-reflection and for self-organization that we have as-
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cribed to modern societies as a whole is repeated on the level 
of the self-organization of processes of opinion and will 
formation. 

This need not be an obstacle, if one considers that the indi­
rect influence of functionally differentiated subsystems on the 
individual mechanisms of self-steering means something alto­
gether different from the goal-oriented influence of society 
upon itself. Their self-referential closedness renders the ftmc­
tional systems of politics and economics immune against at­
rem pts at intervention in the sense of direct interventions. Yet 
this same characteristic also renders systems sensitive to stimuli 
aimed at increasing their capacity for self-reflection, that is, 
their sensitivity to the reactions of the environment to their 
own activities. Self-organized public spheres must develop the 
prudent combination of power and intelligent self-restraint 
that is needed to sensitize the self-steering mechanisms of the 
state and the economy to the goal-oriented outcomes of radical 
democratic will formation. In place of the model of society 
influencing itself, we have the model of boundary conflicts -
which are held in check by the lifeworld - between the life­
world and two subsystems that are superior to it in complexity 
and can be influenced by it only indirectly, but on whose per­
formances it at the same time depends. 

Autonomous public spheres can draw their strength only 
from the resources oflargely rationalizedlifeworlds. This holds 
true especially for culture, that is to say, for science's and 
philosophy's potential for interpretations of self and world, for 
the enlightenment potential of strictly universalistic legal and 
moral representations, and, not last, for the radical experiential 
contents of aesthetic modernity. It is no accident that social 
movements today take on cultural-revolutionary traits. None­
theless, a structural weakness can be noticed here that is indig­
enous to all modern lifeworlds. Social movements get their 
thrust-power from threats to well-defined collective identities. 
Although such identities always remain tied to the particular­
ism of a special form of life, they have to assimilate the nor­
mative content of modernity - the fallibilism, universalism, 
and subjectivism that undermine the force and concrete shape 
of any given particularity. Until now, the democratic, consti-
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tutional nation-state that emerged from the French Revolution 
was the only identity formation successful on a world-historical 
scale that could unite these two moments of the universal and 
the particular without coercion. The Communist party has 
been unable to replace the identity of the nation-state. If not 
in the nation, in what other soil can universalistic value orien­
tations today take root? 18 The Atlantic community of values 
crystallized around NATO is hardly more than a propaganda 
formula for ministers of defense. The Europe of de Gaulle 
and Adenauer merely furnishes the superstructure for the 
basis of trade relations. Quite recently, left intellectuals have 
been projecting a completely different design as a counter­
image to the Europe of the Common Market. 

The dream of such a completely different European identity, 
which assimilates in a decisive way the legacy of Occidental 
rationalism, is taking shape at a time when the United States 
is getting ready to fall back into the illusions of the early 
modern period under the banner of a "second American Rev­
olution." In the utopias painted in the old romances about the 
state, rational forms of life entered into a deceptive symbiosis 
with the technological mastery of nature and the ruthless mo­
bilization of social labor power. This equation of happiness and 
emancipation with power and production has been a source of 
irritation for the self-understanding of modernity from the 
start - and it has called forth two centuries of criticism of 
modernity. 

But the same utopian (in the bad sense) gestures of mastery 
are living on now in a caricature that moves the masses. The 
science fiction of Star Wars is just good enough for the ideology 
planners to spark - with the macabre vision of a militarized 
space - an innovative thrust that would give the colossus of 
worldwide capitalism sufficient footing for its next round of 
technological development. Old Europe could only find its way 
clear to a new identity if it opposed to this short circuit of 
economic growth, arms race, and "traditional values" the vision 
of breaking out of these self-inflicted systemic constraints, if it 
put an end to the confused idea that the normative content of 
modernity that is stored in rationalized lifeworlds could be set 
free only by means of ever more complex systems. The idea 
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that the capacity to compete on an international scale -
whether in markets or in outer space - is indispensable for 
our very survival is one of those everyday certitudes in which 
systemic constraints are condensed. Each one justifies the ex­
pansion and intensification of its own forces by the expansion 
and intensification of the forces of the others, as if it were not 
the ground rules of social Darwinism that are at the bottom of 
the play of forces. Modern Europe has created the spiritual 
presuppositions and the material foundations for a world in 
which this mentality has taken the place of reason. That is the 
real heart of the critique of reason since Nietzsche. Who else 
but Europe could draw from its own traditions the insight, the 
energy, the courage of vision - everything that would be 
necessary to strip from the (no longer metaphysical, but me­
tabiological) premises of a blind compulsion to system main­
tenance and system expansion their power to shape our 
mentality. 



Excursus on Luhmann's 
Appropriation of the Philosophy of the 
SubJect through Systems Theory 

Niklas Luhmann has presented us with the "basic outline" for 
a general theory of society. 1 In it, he draws up an interim 
balance for the expansive and decades-long development of 
his theory, so that we can now survey the project as a whole. 
At least, one thinks oneself better able to comprehend what is 
going on before one's eyes. It is not so much the disciplinary 
tradition of social theory from Comte to Parsons that Luhmann 
tries to connect up with, as the history of problems associated 
with the philosophy of the subject from Kant to Husserl. His 
systems theory does not, say, lead sociology onto the secure 
path of science; rather, it presents itself as the successor to an 
abandoned philosophy. It seeks to inherit the basic terms and 
problema tics of the philosophy of the subject, while at the same 
time surpassing it in its capacity for solving problems. It 
thereby effects a shift in perspective that leaves the self-critique 
of a modernity at odds with itself without any object. A systems 
theory of society applied to itself can do nothing but take up 
an affirmative stance toward modern society's growth in com­
plexity. What interests me is whether, together v~·ith this distan­
tiatecl reinscription of the philosophy of the subject,~ systems 
theory also ends up with the kinds of problems that beset those 
who left us this inheritance- problems that, ever since Hegel's 
death, have given rise to the very doubts concerning subject­
centered reason as the principle of modernity that I have dis­
cussed in these lectures. 
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I 

If one wants to insert in place of the concept of the knowing 
subject that was developed from Descartes to Kant the concept 
of system that has been developed in connection with cyber­
netics and biology, and wants to do so at the same level ·of 
discussion, then the following rearrangements become neces­
sary. The system-environment relationship takes the place of 
the inside-outside relationship between the knowing subject 
and the world as the totality of knowable objects. Knowledge 
of the world and of the self was the problem by reference to 
which the conscious accomplishments of the subject were 
judged. Now this problem is subordinated to that of the main­
tenance and expansion of systems. The system's relation to 
itself is modeled after that of the su~ject. Systems cannot relate 
to anything else without relating to themselves and reflexively 
ascertaining themselves. Nevertheless, the "self" of the system 
is distinguished from that of the subject because it does not 
consolidate into the "I" of the apperceptive "I think" that, 
according to Kant's formulation, has to be able to accompany 
all my representations. Systems theory has to remove from the 
"self" of the relation-to-self all connotations of an identity of 
self-consciousness established by synthetic performances. Self­
relatedness is characteristic of individual systemic accomplish­
ments in their mode of operation; but no center in which the 
svstem as a whole is made present to itself and knows itself in 
the form of self-consciousness issues from these punctual re­
lations-to-self. In this way, the concept of reflexivity is sepa­
rated from that of consciousness. But then an equivalent is 
needed for the conscious substrate of the self-relatedness that 
is distinctive of the level of sociocultural life. As an emergent 
attainment corresponding to consciousness, Luhmann intro­
duces a peculiar concept of "meaning." In doing so, he draws 
upon phenomenological descriptions by Husser!, for whom the 
meaning of a symbolic expression refers to an underlying in­
tention; "intention" is a more primitive notion than "meaning." 
Correspondinglv, Luhmann defines "meaning" prelinguisti­
callv as a referential context of actualizable possibilities that is 
related to the intentionality of experience and action. Meaning-
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processing or meaning-using systems are substituted for sub­
jects capable of being self-conscious. 

Viewed against the background of the movement of thought 
from Kant through Hegel to Marx, this conceptual substitu­
tion, in which thought-figures from the philosophy of con­
sciousness are retained in the form of structural analogies, 
gives rise to some revealing consequences. The first has to do 
with the empiricist turn of the transcendental-philosophical 
starting point. The system-environment relationship is thought 
out altogether in accord with the model of a world constituted 
by transcendental consciousness. In demarcating itself from its 
environment, the system constitutes the latter as a universal 
horizon of meaning for itself. But meaning-processing systems 
emerge only in the plural; they arise and maintain themselves 
under the contingent boundary conditions of a hypercomplex 
environment and are not previously harmonized, as are em­
pirical subjects, in the form of unity of transcendental con­
sciousness in general. In place of the one, transcendentally 
grounded world, we have many system-relative environments.3 

The systems theorist finds a multiplicity of system-environment 
relationships in his object domain. In this regard, the distinc­
tion between the transcendental and the empirical loses its 
significance. 

Second, with this decision, systems theory transcends the limits 
of subjective Idealism, as Hegel did in his time. Hegel not only 
gained access to the temporal dimension of the history of the 
emergence of the transcendental subject; he also found the 
basic structure of self-consciousness outside the knowing sub­
ject, embodied in the realms of objective and absolute spirit. It 
is not only subjective spirit that is characterized by traits of 
subjectivity, but objective and absolute spirit as well. Like Hegel 
with his concept of spirit, Luhmann with his concept of a 
meaning-processing system gains the freedom of movement 
required to submit society as a social system to a study similar 
to that of consciousness as a psychic system. Meaning-process­
ing systems coincide as little with systems dependent on con­
sciousness as docs spirit with subjective spirit. On the other 
hand, empiricist premises require a clear line of separation 
between events internal to the system and those in the system's 
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environment. Hence, all systems are environments for one 
another, mutually amplifying the enviromental complexity 
each has to master. Unlike subjects, they cannot join together 
into aggregates of higher-level systems; nor are they embedded 
from the start in such a totality, as its moments. In this respect, 
then, systems theory does not imitate the step from subjective 
to objective Idealism. 

Third, there is a parallel here with Marx, who replaced "self­
consciousness" with "praxis" and gave to the formative process 
of spirit a naturalistic turn. Social labor was supposed to me­
diate the metabolic process between the "species" and external 
nature objectified into an environment. In this way, the circular 
process that starts with the expenditure of labor power and 
returns to the regeneration of labor power via the production 
and use of produced goods could be represented as the repro­
ductive self-generation of the species. Systems theory treats 
this as a special case of autopoiesis. What Marx regarded as 
holding true for the material reproduction of society holds 
true for self-relating systems in general; every element used in 
the system has to be generated by this system itself and cannot 
be taken over from its environment "ready-made." The self­
relatedness of the operations of meaning-processing systems 
has the primarily practical meaning of self-generation, not the 
theoretical meaning of self-presentation. 

Under there premises, systems theory also shares with Marx­
ist social theory a reflection upon the context of its own emer­
gence and application. The cognitive accomplishments of 
systems theory show themselves upon reflection to be a com­
ponent and function of the social processes to which it is di­
rected as its object. Yet Marxist theory holds on to a concept 
of reason that allows it to establish an internal connection 
between self-reflection and the validity of truth, on the one 
hand, and emancipation from the constraints of internal and 
external nature, on the other. 4 Systems theory lets cognitive 
acts, even its own, meld into the system's achievement of mas­
tering complexity and thus takes away from knowledge any 
moment of unconditionality. Systems theory understands itself 
as functional analysis and, owing to the reference problems 
that come with this method, sees itself as seamlessly woven into 
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the functional contexts of systemic self-maintenance - with 
neither the power nor the intention of transcending these con-

texts in any >vay.' 
Fourth, the philosophically reflected changeover to the sys-

tems paradigm results in a far-reaching revision of the concep­
tual framework of the Western tradition, which has been 
fixated on being, thinking, and truth. The nonontological 
frame of reference is unmistakable once it becomes clear that 
research in systems theory itself is conceived of as a subsystem 
(of the scientific and societal systems) with its own environment. 
In this environment, the system-environment relationships that 
we come across constitute the complexity that systems theory 
must register and deal with. Thus, the ontological premises of 
a self-sustaining world of rationally ordered entities, as well as 
the epistemological premises of a world of representable ob­
jects related to knowing subjects and the semantic premises of 
a world of existing states of affairs related to assertoric sen­
tences, are all devalued at a stroke. Any premise thst, in me­
taphysics, epistemology, or linguistic theory, postulates the 
ultimacy of a cosmic order, a subject-object relationship, or a 
relation between sentences and states of affairs is set aside 
without discussion. Luhmann's systems theory effects a shift in 
thought from metaphysics to metabiology. However the ex­
pression "metaphysics" may have chanced to arise, one could 
attribute to it the meaning of a thinking that proceeds from 
the "for us" of physical appearances and asks what lies behind 
them. Then we can use the term "metabiological" for a thinking 
that starts from the "for itself" of organic life and goes behind 
it - the cybernetically described, basic phenomenon of the 
self-maintenance of self-relating systems in the face of hyper­
complex environments. 

The difference from the environment maintained by the 
system itself is treated as ultimate. Reason as specified in rela­
tion to being, thought, or proposition is replaced by the self­
enhancing self-maintenance of the system. By taking this ap­
proach, Luhmann also goes beyond a critique of reason that 
aims at revealing the power of self-maintenance to be the latent 
essence of subject-centered reason. Under the title of systems 
rationality, reason, now liquidated as irrational, pro{esses exactly 
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this function: It is the ensemble of the conditions that make 
system maintenance possible. Functionalist reason expresses 
itself in the ironic self-denial of a reason shrunk down to the 
reduction of complexity- "shrunk down" because the meta­
biological frame of reference does not go beyond the logocen­
tric limitations of metaphysics, transcendental philosophy, and 
semantics (as does the theory of communication, with its con­
cept of communicative reason developed in terms of linguistic 
functions and validity claims) but undermines it. Reason once 
again becomes a superstructure of life. In this respect, nothing 
is changed by promoting "life" to the organizational level of 
"meaning." For as we shall sec, with a concept of meaning 
conceived in functionalist terms, the internal connection be­
tween meaning and validity dissolves. The same thing happens 
as with Foucault: The interest in truth (and validity in general) 
is restricted to the effects of holding-something-as-true. 

Finally, the shift from subject to system has yet a fifth con­
sequence relevant to our context. With the concept of subject, 
a self constituted in self-knowledge is attributed to every pos­
sible relation-to-self. The centripetal force that permits every 
movement of spirit to culminate and come to rest only in self­
consciousness is also inherent in self-determination and self­
realization. As soon as the system takes the place of the "self" 
in the relation-to-self, the possibility of a centering compre­
hension of the whole in self-knowledge disappears; the struc­
ture of self-relatedness attaches now only to the individual 
element. It ensures the closure of a system that is simulta­
neously open to the environment, not by means of a center but 
through connections with the periphery: "The self of self­
reference is never the totality of a closed system, nor is it ever 
the referring itself" - the self-mediation elevated by Hegel to 
an absolute - "It is always a matter of those moments in the 
constitutive context of open systems that support its auto­
poiesis .... The justification for our speaking here of (partial 
or concomitant) self-reference derives from the fact that we 
are dealing with the conditions of the possibility of autopoietic 
self-production" (630). 

This self-lessness of self-relating systems is reflected in the 
a-centric character of societies that have, on the whole, shifted 



374 
Excursus 

over to functional differentiation: "The consequence of this is 
that there is no specifiable standpoint left from which the whole 
- whether one names it society or state - can be accurately 
observed" (630). The unity of modern societies always presents 
itself differently from the perspectives of their different sub­
systems. Already on analytic grounds, there can no longer be 
any central perspective of a self-consciousness proper to a social 
system as a whole. But if modern societies have no possibility 
whatsoever of shaping a rational identity, then we are without 
any point of reference for a critique of modernity. Even if one 
wanted to cling to this critique without any direction, it would 
have to founder on the reality of a process of societal differ­
entiation that has long since advanced beyond the traditional 
European concepts of reason. And yet, precisely in Luhmann's 
pathos, in this sense of reality connected with institutionalized 
subrationalities, one encounters a quite German legacy carried 
down from the (eventually sceptical) Right Hegelians to Geh­
len. Let us cast our gaze backwards once again. 

Because the relation-to-self as conceived by the philosophy 
of the subject presupposes the identity of the self-knowing 
subject as the supreme point of reference, the movement of 
thought from Kant to Hegel could rely upon an inner logic; 
in the end, even the difference between the synthesis that 
establishes unity and the multiplicity encompassed by it de­
mands a final identity that embraces both identity and non­
identity. That was the theme of Hegel's Differenzschrift. From 
the same conceptual perspective, Hegel worked out the basic 
experience of cultural and social modernity- the overloading 
of the socially integrative capacity of traditional European 
lifeworlds by the Enlightenment critique of religion and the 
importunity of systemically objectified social relations in the 
capitalist economy and the bureaucreatic state. A fundamental 
motif of the philosophy of reconciliation - that reason was 
supposed to take over religion's role of social integration -
grew both out of the contemporary experience of crisis and, 
at the same time, out of this tendency ingrained in the philosophy 
of the sul~ject. The diagnosis of the age owed its particular 
articulation of the problems to a dialectic of o~jectification 
rooted in the concept of self-consciousness proper to the phi-
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losophy of the su~ject and first worked out by Fichte. Because 
self-reflection has to make into an o~ject something that, as 
the spontaneous source of all su~jectivity, escapes the form of 
objects in general, the reason performing the reconciliation 
cannot be conceived on the model of the objectifying relation­
to-self of the knowing subject (that is, on the model of the 
"philosophy of reflection"). Otherwise, a finite faculty would 
be posited absolutely, and the place of reason would be usurped 
by an idolized understanding. On this model, Hegel conceived 
the abstractions of mental and social life as something merely 
"positive." They could supposedly be overcome only by way of 
radicalized self-reflection - by a movement that had its telos 
in absolute knowledge, in the self-knowledge of the whole. 

Because the "self" of the relation-to-self disappears with the 
changeover from subject to system, systems theory has at its 
disposal no figure of thought that corresponds to the injurious 
and oppressive act of reification. In the philosophy of the 
subject's concept of relation-to-self, the reification of subjectiv­
ity is structurally built in as a possibility for going wrong. A 
comparable category-mistake could reside here in a system mis­
understanding itself as an environment; but this possibility is 
excluded by definition. The processes of demarcation con­
nected with any formation of a system cannot be plastered with 
connotations of "exclusion" or "proscription." It is a completely 
normal process that a system, in forming itself, distantiates 
itself from something as its environment. Considered histori­
cally, the establishment of the status of wage-labor and the rise 
of an industrial proletariat, as well as the inclusion of the 
populace under centralized administrations, were by no means 
painless processes. But even if systems theory could formulate 
the problems connected with such processes, it would have to 
dispute the possibility of modern societies having a perception 
of crises that could not be scaled clown to the perspective of a 
special subsystem. 

If functionally differentiated societies have no identity avail­
able to them, they also cannot form a rational identity: "Societal 
rationality would require that the problems loosed upon the 
environment by society be reflected in the social system, at least 
to the extent that they impinge back on the society - that is 
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to say, that they be brought into societal communication pro­
cesses. Within limits, this can happen within the individual func­
tional systems - as, for instance, when physicians catch sight 
of the illnesses they themselves have caused. More typically, 
however, functional systems burden other functional systems 
via the environment. What is especially lacking is a social sub­
system for perceiving environmental interdependencies. Such 
a thing cannot exist with functional differentiation, for that 
would mean that the society itself would have to be found 
again in the society. The principle of differentiation makes the 
issue of rationality all the more urgent - and all the more 
unsolvable" (645). vVith a certain disdain, Luhmann rejects the 
relevant attempts at a solution within the philosophy of the 
subject: "Simple minds want to counter here with ethics. He­
gel's state is not much better. And the Marxian hope for a 
revolution is no improvement" (599). 

In the last lecture, I set forth the arguments that speak 
against the philosophy of the subject's construction of a con­
sciousness embracing the total society. If individuals are inte­
grated and subordinated as parts to the higher-level subject of 
society as a whole, there arises a zero-sum game in which 
modern phenomena such as the expanding scope for move­
ment and the increasing degrees of freedom cannot be ade­
quately accommodated. There are also difficulties with the idea 
of a consciousness of society as a whole, represented as the 
sell-reflection of a subject-writ-large. In differentiated societies, 
the very demanding types of knowledge directed to the totality 
of society occur at most within specialized systems of knowl­
edge, but not at the center of society, as a self-knowledge on 
the part of the whole society. On the other hand, we have come 
to know an alternative con~eptual strategy that keeps us from 
having to give up altogether the notion of a self-representation 
of society. Public spheres can be conceived of as higher-level 
intersubjectivities. Identity-forming self-ascriptions can be ar­
ticulated within them. And in the more highly aggregated 
public, a consciousness of the total societv can be articulated. 
This no longer has to satisfy the deman~ls for precision that 
the philosophy of the subject had to set for self-consciousness. 
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Society's knowledge of itself is concentrated neither in philos­
ophy nor in social theory. 

In virtue of this common consciousness, however diffuse and 
controversial it may be, the society as a whole can gain nor­
mative distance from itself and can react to perceptions of 
crisis, or, in other words, it can accomplish just what Luhmann 
denies as a meaningful possibility for it: "What it would mean 
for modern society to inquire about its rationality" is clear to 
Luhmann; with each reflective step, "the issue of rationality 
would become all the more urgent and all the more unsolva­
ble." Hence, the question should not be posed at all: "The 
framework of the problem of rationality does not say that 
society would have to solve problems of this kind in order to 
ensure its survival. Evolution is sufficient for survival" (654). 

The highly aggregated and publicly condensed processes for 
opinion formation and will formation, which arc nevertheless 
close to the lifeworld, reveal the close interweaving of sociali­
zation and individuation, of ego and group identities. 
Luhmann, who does not have the concept of linguistically gen­
erated intersubjectivity at his disposal, can only think of these 
kinds of internal interconnections on the model of inclusion 
by the whole of the parts contained within it. He regards this 
figure of thought as "humanistic"1' and keeps his distance from 
it. As the example of Parsons shows, it is just this conceptual 
proximity to the philosophy of the subject that makes it tempt­
ing simply to imitate the classical model and lay out the social 
system (in Parsons: the action system) as the whole that contains 
psychic systems as subsystems. But then the very real defects 
of the philosophy of the subject would pass over into systems 
theory. That is why Luhmann resolves upon a solution about 
whose strategic-theoretic significance he is altogether clear: 
"Once one regards people as part of the environment of society 
(rather than as part of society itself), this alters the premises 
of every traditional problematic, including the premises of clas­
sical humanism" (2HH). And conversely: "Whoever clings to 
these premises and seeks to represent a concern for humanity 
by means of them has therefore to emerge as an opponent of 
systems theory's claim to universality" (92) . 
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As a matter of fact, this methodological antihumanism7 is 
aimed not against a thought figure that is mistaken because it 
embraces concretistic parts within the whole, but against a 
"concern for humanity" that also cannot manage without this 
concretism of the whole and its parts; I am talking about the 
"concern" to conceptualize modern society in such a way that 
the possibility of distantiating itself from itself as a whole and 
of working out its perceptions of crisis within the higher-level 
communication processes of the public sphere is not already 
negatively prejudiced by the choice of basic concepts. Naturally, 
the construct of a public sphere that could fulfill this function 
has no place once communicative action and the intersubjec­
tively shared lifeworld slip between system types that, as in the 
case of the psychic and the social systems, constitute environ­
ments for one another and have only external relationships to 
one another. 

II 

The flow of official documents among administrative authori­
ties and the monadically encapsulated consciousness of a Rob­
inson Crusoe provide the guiding images for the conceptual 
uncoupling of the social and psychic systems, according to 
which the one is supposedly based solely on communication 
and the other solely on consciousness.8 

In this abstract separation of psychic and social systems, a 
legacy of the philosophy of the subject makes itself felt: The 
system-environment relationship affords just as little concep­
tual connection with the genuinely linguistic intersubjectivity 
proper to agreement and communicatively shared meaning as 
did the sul~ject-object relationship. At any rate, Luhmann os­
cillates between constructing intersubjectivity out of the inter­
meshing of individual perspectives tied to individual subjects 
- a transformation through evolution theory of solutions ad­
vanced by the philosophy of the subject from Fichte to Husserl 
- and, on the other hand, treating individual consciousness 
and self-sustaining systems of perspectives as equiprimordial 
from an evolutionary point of view. 9 
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This second conception also suffers from the lack of suitable 
basic concepts from the theory of language, just as the classical 
conception had. Luhmann has to introduce "meaning" as a 
neutral concept in relation to "communication" and "conscious­
ness," but in such a manner that meaning can branch out into 
different typical modes of meaning-processing. Otherwise, the 
systems working on the basis of consciousness and communi­
cation could not constitute environments for one another. Al­
though systems theory gives to the same questions responses 
that are structurally similar to those given by the philosophy 
of the subject in its day, social theory finds itself in a new 
situation of argument today. The suprasu~jective status of lan­
guage as prior to subjects has been worked out not only in the 
Humboldtian tradition of the Geisteswissenschaften, but also in 
the analytic philosophy of language, as well as in pragmatism 
and structuralism (which have had a considerable influence on 
social theory by way of George Herbert Mead and Claude Levi­
Strauss). In view of this background in the history of theory, 
it becomes clear what a burden is assumed by a theory that 
divides up linguistic structures that cover both the psychic and 
the social dimensions into two different systems. Now that the 
outline of Luhmann's theory has been sketched out more 
clearly, one also sees how much energy has to be expended in 
order to master the problems flowing from this one basic 
decision. 

Suprasubjective linguistic structures would entwine society 
and individual too tightly with one another. An intersubjectivity 
of mutual understanding among agents that is achieved via 
expressions with identical meanings and criticizable validity 
claims would be too strong a tie between psychic and social 
systems as well as between different psychic systems. Systems 
can only contingently influence one another from outside; their 
interaction lacks any internal regulation. This is why Luhmann 
has first of all to cut language and communicative action down 
to so small a size that the internal intermeshing of cultural 
reproduction, social integration, and socialization disappear 
from view. 

Linguistic expression is assigned a subordinate status as 
against the concept of meaning introduced in phenomenolog-
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ical terms. Language exists only for symbolically generalizing 
prior occurrences of meaning; it measures out, as it were, the 
stream of experience into recognizable identities ( 136ff.). lll 
Furthermore, language remains secondary in relation to con­
sciousness. The solitary life of the soul, including discursive 
thought, is not formed by language from the very outset. Struc­
turing by language only articulates the spontaneous flow of 
consciousness by pauses and lends it the capacity to form epi­
socles (367ff.). Besides this, however, language is also not con­
stitutive for processes of mutual understanding; it operates "in 
the mind" even prior to any communication. To the extent 
that language is involved in organizing series of representations 
and processes of thought, it by no means functions as an in­
ternalized derivative of speech ( 137, 367). Every one of these 
theses is highly controversial; they would have to be grounded 
in specialized contexts of the philosophy of language. In any 
case, such questions cannot be dispatched by means of phe­
nomenological pointers, even less so by definitions. 

Luhmann's strategy is clear: If the achievement of linguistic 
symbols is exhausted by articulating, abstracting, and general­
izing prclinguistic conscious processes and meaning connec­
tions, communication carried on by linguistic means cannot be 
explained in terms of specifically linguistic conditions of pos­
sibility. And if language can no longer be taken into account 
as a structure that makes possible the intrinsic connection 
among understanding, meaning, identity of signification, and 
intersubjective validity, the path of language analysis cannot lead 
to an explanation of understanding expressions with identical 
meaning, of consensus (or dissensus) about the validity of lin­
guistic utterances, of the commonality of any intersubjectively 
shared context of meaning and reference - that is, to an 
explanation of communicative participation in a lifeworld that 
is represented in a linguistic world view. The aspects of lin­
guistically generated intersubjectivity must be derived, rather, 
as self-generated artifacts from the reciprocal reactions among 
meaning-processing systems. Here Luhmann makes use of fig­
ures of thought familiar from empiricism. 

Thus, for instance, the understanding of meaning arises, 
below the level of linguistic understanding, out of mutual ob-
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servation on the part of psychic systems that know that each 
operates self-relatedly and so becomes present itself in the 
perceived environment of the respective others. In this way, 
there evolves a spiral of any number of repeated mirrorings 
of observations of self and other. Then an understanding of the 
differences between interpretative perspectives is formed by 
way of the observation of reciprocal observings. Thus, this social 
dimension of meaning does not come about through a conver­
gence of horizons of understanding, which are brought to­
gether around identical significations and intersubjectively 
recognized validity claims and are fused into a consensus about 
what is meant or said. No common denominator can be built 
up among different psychic systems, unless it be an autocata­
lytically emergent social system, which is immediately locked 
again within its own systemic perspectives and draws back into 
its own egocentric observational standpoints: "This capacity to 
process information may suffice for the few aspects relevant to 
interaction (among mutually observing, self-referential sys­
tems). They remain separate, they do not fuse, they do not 
understand one another better than before; they concentrate 
upon what they can observe about the other as system-in-an­
environment, as input and output, and they learn self-refer­
entially, each within its own observational perspective. They 
can try to influence what they observe through their own ac­
tion, and they can learn once again from feedback. In this way, 
an emergent order can arise .... We call this ... the social 
system" ( 157). 

Social systems process meaning in the form of communica­
tion. For this, language is used. But it does not make expres­
sions with identical significations available; it only permits signs 
to be substituted for meaning. Meaning is still tailored to the 
difference between perspectives of comprehension. Alter and 
ego can of course "be strengthened in their belief that they 
mean the same thing through using signs with the same mean­
ing" (220). Language is so underdetermined as a medium of 
communication that it is not designed to overcome the ego­
centrism of individual systemic perspectives through higher­
level supra- or transsystemic common perspectives. Mutual un­
derstanding does not come to term in agreement in the strict 
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sense any more than different systems have the same meanings 
at their disposal. The separation between the social dimension 
and the substantial dimension [Sachdimension] is meant to ex­
clude precisely what one is inclined to regard as the telos of 
language: to ground my understanding of something [Sache] 
with reference to the possibility of a consensus we reach with one 
another concerning it. Further, the validity of an utterance is 
not supposed to be grounded upon the intersubjective recog­
nition of criticizable validity claims, but upon a consent that 
exists either only for ego or only for alter. Language affords 
no solid basis upon which ago could meet with alter in a con­
sensus about something: "My consent is a consent only in re­
lation to your consent, but my consent is not your consent, and 
there arc no sorts of substantive arguments or rational grounds 
that could in the end ensure the coincidence of the two (again, 
from out of the substantive dimension)" (113). The "fusion" of 
social and substantive dimensions, which makes it possible to 
think just that, is regarded by Luhmann as the "cardinal sin of 
humanism" ( 119). 

The complex of problems considered up to this point is 
related in general to an empiricistic dissolution of the trans­
subjective foundations of processes of mutual understanding 
- that is, the use of expressions identical in meaning and the 
formation of consensus on the basis of validity claims - in 
order to undercut the structures of linguistically generated 
intersubjectivity with a minimalist concept of language. Indi­
vidual consciousness and society acquire the autarchy proper 
to individual systems that can form environments for one an­
other only when their exchanges are not regulated by internal 
relationships, that is, when culture, society, and person are no 
longer internally bound up with the lifeworld. A second com­
plex of problems follows immediately upon the first as soon as 
the latter are worked out and the premise has been secured 
that psychic and social systems make contact with one another 
only contingently and only enter into the kind of interdepen­
dence that results from external relationships. For then what 
was taken apart in a first step must be put back together again, 
step by step. Those interweavings of individual and society, of 
individual life history and collective life form, of individuation 
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and social constitution, which we have explained (under the 
aspects of cultural reproduction, social integration, and social­
ization) in terms of the cooperation of internally interrneshed 
components of the lifeworld, have now to be made plausible 
in terms of the intersection of external relationships, with the aid 
of additional hypotheses. 

For example, one notion useful for this purpose is that of 
"interpenetration"; this refers to the situation in which two 
systems that are environments for each other spontaneously 
restrict the degrees of freedom within such an external rela­
tionship in order to render themselves mutually dependent 
upon one another in forming structures. There is social or 
interhuman interpenetration present when "the two systems 
reciprocally make each other possible by each bringing its pre­
constituted internal complexity into the other" (290). Intimate 
relationships or moral expectations, for instance, are supposed 
to be explained with the help of this idea. Thus is to be ex­
plained every phenomenon that proves perplexing so long as 
one assumes that psychic and social systems are not basically 
coordinated with one another. Under this premise, for in­
stance, the process of socialization can only be understood as 
an individual achievement of the psychic system: "Socialization 
is always self-socialization" (327). The concept of individuality 
offers similar difficulties. Once the internal connection between 
sociation and individuation is severed, the normatively sub­
stantive concept of individuality can only be used as an iterable 
"formula of self-description" (360ff.). 

This strategy of concept formation, which I can only recall 
briefly here, is explained by the fact that theory becomes cu­
mulatively entangled in the problematic outcomes of a single 
basic decision. By separating the psychic and social aspects, 
Luhmann pulls apart, as it were, the life of the species and 
that of its instances, in order to redistribute it into two mutually 
external systems, even though the internal connection between 
the two aspects is indeed constitutive for linguistically consti­
tuted forms of life. To be sure, these indications cannot take 
the place of arguments and counterarguments. But even the 
level at which arguments could be exchanged is not easy to 
determine. For, contrary to the self-understanding of its au-
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thor, this systems theory is not suited to the comparatively 
modest format of a theory that is "universal" only in the spe­
cialized sense of being tailored to one discipline. It is not really 
sociology, but more like those metatheoretical projects that fill 
the function of world views. 

I see Luhmann's theory as an ingenious continuation of a 
tradition that has left a strong imprint upon the self-under­
standing of early modernity in Europe and thereby reflected 
in turn the selective pattern of Occidental rationalism. The 
cognitive-instrumental one-sideness of cultural and societal ra­
tionalization was also expressed in philosophical attempts to 
establish an o~jectivistic self-understanding of human beings 
and their world - initially in mechanistic and later in materi­
alistic and physicalistic world views, which reduced the mental 
to the physical by means of more or less complicated theories. 
In Anglo-Saxon countries to this very day, analytical material­
ism keeps discussions of the mind/body relationship alive; to 
this very day, physicalistic or other scientistic background con­
victions underwrite the demand that everything intuitively 
known be alienated from the perspective of a natural-scientific 
observer - that we understand ourselves in terms of objects. 
For objectivistic self-understanding, what matters, naturally, is 
not any explanation of detail but the unique act of inverting 
the natural attitude to the world. The lifeworld itself is to be 
brought into the perspective of self-objectification in such a 
way that everything that is normally disclosed to us within its 
horizon - performatively, as it were - appears from an ex­
tramundane angle of vision as an occurrence purely and simply 
foreign to all meaning, extrinsic and accidental, explicable only 
in accord with natural-scientific models. 

As long as mechanics, biochemistry, and neurophysiology 
have supplied the languages and models, we have not been 
able to get beyond general and abstract correlations and foun­
dational discussions about mind and body. Descriptive systems 
stemming from the natural sciences are too remote from every­
day experiences to be suitable for channeling distantiating self­
descriptions into the lifeworld in a differentiated manner and 
along a broad front. This changes with the language of general 
systems theory that has developed from cybernetics and with 
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the application of its models in various life sciences. The mod­
els derived from intelligent performances and tailored to or­
ganic life come a lot closer to the sociocultural form of life 
than classical mechanics. As Luhmann's astonishing job of 
translation demonstrates, this language can be so flexibly 
adapted and expanded that it yields novel, not merely objec­
tivating but objectivistic descriptions even of subtle phenomena 
of the lifeworld. One has to bear in mind that innovative social 
theories, with their paradigms, were always anchored in society 
itself and never belonged exclusively to the system of the sci­
ences. In any case, to the extent that systems theory penetrates 
into the lifeworld, introducing into it a metabiological perspec­
tive from which it then learns to understand itself as a system 
in an environment-with-other-systems-in-an-environment- as 
if the world process took place through nothing but system­
environment differences - to that extent there is an objecti­
fying effect. 

In this way, subject-centered reason is replaced by systems 
rationality. As a result, the critique of reason carried out as a 
critique of metaphysics and a critique of power, which we have 
considered in these lectures, is deprived of its object. To the 
degree that systems theory does not merely make its specific 
disciplinary contribution within the system of the sciences but 
also penetrates the lifeworld with its claim to universality, it 
replaces metaphysical background convictions with metabio­
logical ones. Hence, the conflict between the objectivists and 
the subjectivists loses its point. It may be that "linguistically 
generated intersubjectivity" and "self-referentially closed sys­
tem" are now the catchwords for a controversy that will take 
the place of the discredited mind-body problematic. 
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der Vernunft (Frankfurt, 1984). 

21. G. \V. F. Hegel, "Das alteste Systemprogramm des deutschen 1dealismus," Suhr­
kamp-Werkausgabe, Bel. 1, p. 236. 
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22. "So in the end, enlightened and unenlightened must extend their hands to one 
another; mythology must become philosophical and the people rational; and philos­
ophy must become mythological in order to make philosophy sensible" (Suhrlwmp­
Werkausgabe, Bd. 1, p. 236). 

23. Sec the excursus on Schiller's "Letters 011 the Aesthetic Education of Man" in this 
volume. 

24. Henrich, "Historischc Voraussetzungen," pp. 61fT 

25. Hegel, Difference, p. 33. 

26. Hegel, Faith and Knowledfie, p. 74. 

27. Hegel, Difference, p. 33. 

28. Henrich, "Hegel unci Hiilderlin," in /lege/ im Kontext, pp. 35ff. 

29. H. R. Jauss, "Schlcgels unci Schillers Replik," in Litemturge.l!."itichte als l'rovokation 
(Frankfurt, 1970), pp. 67fT. 

30. c;. W. F. Hegel, On Art, Relifiion, Philosophy (:'>icw York, 1970), p. 93. 

31. G. W. F. Hegel, Aesthetics. I.ectures on Fine Arts (Oxford, 197.~), vol. I, p. 103. 

32. Ibid., p. 596. 

33. Ibid., p. 79. 

34. Hegel, On Art, Religion, Philosophy, p. 162. 

35. G. W. F. Hegel, The Chri.1tian Religion. Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Part III. 
The Revelatory, Consummate, Absolute Religion (Missoula, MT, 1979), p. 295. 

36. Ibid., p. 297. 

37. Hefiel's Philosophy of Right (Oxford, 1952), p. 267. 

38. Ibid., pp. 125, 267. 

39. Ibid., p. 266. 

40. Ibid., p. 125. 

41. G. W. F. Hegel,.fenaer Schrijten (Suhrkarnp-Werkausgabe, Bel. 2), p. 482. 

42. Hegel's Philosophy of Right, p. 161. 

43. Hegel worked out the crisis structure of civil society in his Lectures on the Philos­
ophy of Right held during the winter semester of 1819/20 even more energetically 
than he did in the book version. Sec D. Henrich, "Einleitung" to G. W. F. Hegel, 
Philosophie des Rechts. Die Vodesung von 1819/20 in einer Nach.1dtriji (Frankfurt, 19H3), 
pp. 18fT 

44. See R. P. Horstmann, "Problemc dcr Wandlung in Hegcls Jcnaer Systemkonzep­
tinn," Philosophische Rundschau 9(1972):95fl.; and "Uber die Rolle der biirgerlichcn 
Philosophie in llcgels politischcr Philosophic," Hefiei-Studim 'l(I974):209ff. 
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45. C. \\'. F. He~el, Jmm.\er RmlphilosofJhie, eel. Hoffmeister (Leipzi~, 1931 ), p. 24H. 

4G. With these words lle~el characterizes the tragedy that the absolute, eternally at 
play with itself, performs in the realm of the ethical. G. W. F. liege!, "Aufsatze aus 
clem Kritischen Journal der Philosophie," Suhrkamp-Wnkausgabe, Bel. 2, p. 495. 

47. Henrich, "F.inlcitung" to Die Vm/e.,ung J'On 1819/20, p. 31. 

4H. "When the gospel is no longer preached to the poor, when the salt has lost its 
savor and all basic feastdavs are quietly removed, then the people, f()r whose still 
oppressed reason truth can only exist in representation, know that there can be no 
help am longer for pressures inside themselves" (Hegel, The Christian Religion, p. 295). 

49. Hegel, Die Vorle.>WI.g von 1819/20, p. 51. 

50. G. \\'. F. Hegel, Jenrm Schrifim (Suhrkamp-Wnkausgabe, Bel. 2), p. 175. [The excla­
mation mark is Ilabermas's.- tr.l 

51. Ibid. 

Excursus on Schiller's "Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man" 

I. Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Edumtion o( i'v!an in a Series of Letters (New Haven, 
!954), p. 25. Hereafter cited in text by page niJmber. 

:!. Herbert l'vlarcuse, "Fortschritt im Lichte der Psvchoanalyse," in Freud in der Gegen­
wart. Fmnlifwter Heitriige zur Soziologie, Bel. 6 (Frankfurt, 1957), p. 438. 

3. Hannah Arendt. l.e!lures on Kant'.\ Political Philosophy, edited by R. Beiner (Chicago, 
l9H2). 

4. Herbert Marcusc. Counterrevolution and Revolt (Boston, 1972). 

Lecture III 
Three Perspectives: Left Hegelians, Right Hegelians, and Nietzsche 

I. Sec H. Schn;idelbach's brilliant presentation of the largely superseded tradition of 
"School Philosophy'' in his Phill!loj!hv in Germany 183-1933 (Cambridge, 1984). 

2. Karl Liiwith, From Hegel to Sietz.1rhe (:'slew York, 1964). 

3. Karl Lowith, "Einleitung" to Die Hegelsrhe Linke, edited by K. Lowith (Stuttgart, 
1%2), p. 38. . . 

4. The relation of historv to reason remains constitutive for the discourse of modernitY 
- f(n better or worse. \Vhocver participates in this discourse (and nothing about thi's 
has chan~ed up to our own dav) makes a distinct use of the expressions "reason" and 
"rationality." Thev are used r;either in accord with the game rules of ontology to 
characterize God or being as a whole; nor in accord with the game rules of empiricists 
to characterize individual subjects capable of knowledge and action. Reason is valid 
neither as something readv-macle, as an objective teleologv that is manifested in nature 
or history, nor as a mere subjective faculty. Instead, the patterns looked for in historical 
events vielcl encoded indications of unfinished, interrupted, and misguided processes 
of self-formation that transcend the subjective consciousness of the individual. As 
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subjects relate to internal and external nature, the social and cultural life-context in 
which they exist is reproduced through them. The reproduction of life forms and life 
histories leaves behind impressions in the soft medium of history which, under the 
strained gaze of those seeking clues, solidify into indicators or structures. This specif­
ically modern gaze is guided by an interest in self-reassurance. Constantly irritated by 
the risk of deception and self-deception, it snatches nonetheless at configurations and 
structures from which it deciphers formative processes in which both learning and 
mislearning arc entwined. So the discourse of modernitv places the sphere of non being 
and the mutable under the determinations of insight and error; it transports reason 
into a realm that was held to be simply meaningless and unsusceptiblc to theory by 
Greek ontology as well as by the modern philosophv of the subject. Through drawing 
on false theoretical models, this risky undertaking was at first derailed into the dog­
matism of philosophy of history and thus called for the reaction of historicism. But 
those who conduct the discourse in a serious fashion know that it must steer between 
Scvlla and Charybdis. 

:i. Michel Foucault, "Intellectuals and Power," in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice 
(Ithaca, 1977), pp. 205-217. 

6. For a defense of the conservative distribution of the burden of proof, see Hermann 
Lilbbe, Fm'lschritt als Orimtienmgsjnoh/em (Frciburg, 197 5 ). 

7. "Manifesto of the Communist Party," in Robert C. Tucker, eel., The Marx-Enge/.1 
Reader (New York and London, 1978), p. 4 7G. 

8. "Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right. Introduction," in Q. Hoare and Lucio 
Colletti, eels., Karl Marx, Early Writings (New York, 1975), pp. 245-246. 

9. "The Communist Manifesto," p. 485. 

I 0. Ibid., p. 483. 

II. Ibid., p. 4 77. 

12. He justifies this path with an interesting application of the theorem of the non­
contemporaneity of the contemporaneous: "The German philosophy of law and of 
the state is the only German history which stands on an equal footing with the official 
modern present. ... We arc the philosophical contemporaries of the present without 
being its historical contemporaries" ("Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right. Intro­
duction," p. 249). 

13. The young Marx interprets the relation between state and society in action­
theoretic terms, from the perspective of the complementary roles of "citoyen" and 
"bourgeois" - the citizen of the state and the private person with civil rights. The 
seemingly sovereign citizen leads a double life, "celestial and terrestrial. He lives in 
the political community, where he regards himself as a communal being, and in civil 
society, where he acts simply as a private individual, treats other men as means, 
degrades himself to the role of a mere means, and becomes the plaything of alien 
forces" ("The Jewish Question," in The Marx!Engels Reader, p. 34). In this way the 
idealism of the bourgeois state covers up the consummation of the materialism of civil 
society, the realization of its egoistic content. The meaning of the bourgeois revolution 
is twofold: It emancipates civil society from politics, as well as from the semblance of 
having a universal content; at the same time it instrumentalizes the communal being 
constituted in ideal independence for "the sphere of human needs, labour, private 
interests and civil law" (ibid. p. 46) in which the state finds its natural basis. Marx sees 
in the social content of the rights of man that "the sphere in which man functions as 
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a species-being is degraded to a level below the sphere where he functions as a partial 
being, and finally that it is man as bourgeois and not man as a citizen who is considered 
the true and authentic man" (ibid. p. 43). 

14. Ibid .. p. 46. 

15. By "praxis philosophy" I mean not only the different versions of Western Marxism 
that go back to Gramsci and Lukacs (such as Critical Theory and the Budapest School; 
the existentialism of Sartre, Mcrleau-l'onty, and Castoriadis; the phenomenology of 
Enzo Paci and the Yugoslavian Praxis philosophers), but also the radically democratic 
kinds of American Pragmatism (G. H. Mead, Dewey) and of analytic philosophy 
(Charles Taylor). Sec the instructive comparison by Richard .J. Bernstein, Pmxi.1 and 
Action (Philadelphia, 1971 ). 

lti. "Critique of Hegel's Doctrine of State," in Karl Marx. Early Writings, pp. 187-188. 

17. Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge, 1975), chapter I, pp. 13ft. 

18. See my critique of the foundations of praxis philosophy in "A Reply to My Critics," 
in J. Thompson and D. Held, eds., Hahermas: Critical Debates (Cambridge, MA, and 
London, 1 982), pp. 219-283, here pp. 223ff. 

19. See the "Excursus on the Obsolescence of the Production Paradigm," below. 

20. T. W. Adorno, Negative Dialektik, Bd. 6 of his Werke (Frankfurt, 1973), p. 192. 

21. See lecture V, below. 

22. P. Stcinfds, The Neo-Consemative.1 (New York, 1979); R. Saagc, "Neokonservativcs 
Denken in der Bundesrepublik," in Ruckkehr zurn starkm Staat~ (Frankfurt, 1983), pp. 
228ft.; H. Dubiel, Die Ruchstabierung des Fortschritts (Frankfurt, 1985). 

23. Lorenz von Stein's three-volume Ceschichte der sozialen Bewegung in Fmnkreich 
(Darmstadt, I 959), published first in 1849, is a continuation of his work on Soziafismu.1 
und Commurzismus des heutigen Frankreich. 

'24. H. F. W. Hinrichs, ''l'olitische Vorlcsungen," in H. Lubbe, cd., Die Hegelsche Rechte 
(Stuttgart, 1962), p. B9. 

25. Rosenkranz's treatises on the concepts of the political party and public opinion 
dramaticallv rcHect the irruption of modern time-consciousness into the sphere of 
Hegel's l'hilosrphy of Right (sec Lubbe, cd., Die lfegelsche Recht, pp. 59fT and 65ff.). In 
the "legal proceedings" that the future institutes against the past, the historical contin­
uum is fragmented into a succession of actual tics. A public opinion that is continually 
being transformed is the medium of this conflict, which not only flares up between 
the parties of progress and of inertia, but penetrates within the parties themselves; it 
pulls each partv into the whirlpool of polarization between future and past and splits 
II mto factwns, wings, and cliques. Even the image of an avant-garde, which embodies 
the future in present-day movements, is not foreign to the liberals- in the Communist 
Manifesto it only finds its most decisive formulation. 

26. Oppenheim polcmicizes against "the blind domination of competition, supply and 
demand," agaimt "the tyranny of capital and of the great landed properties," which, 
left to themselves, "would alwavs give rise to an oligarchy of owners" (in Lubbc, eel., 
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Die Hegel.1che Recht, pp. 186ff.). The state is supposed to intervene in the putative 
"sanctuary of industrial conditions": "Unmoved, the administration ... has looked on 
as the big capitalists dug a drainage ditch in which, under the deceptive covering of 
free competition, all national resources, all wealth, and all happiness had to Row off" 
(ibid., p. 193). Ilinrich sees that the system of labor and of needs can redeem the 
promise of subjective freedom only if even "the laborer is vouchsafed enough to 
sustain his life and to become intelligent, to be put in a condition to acquire property" 
(ibid., p. 131). And Rosenkranz expects a "new, bloodv revolution," if the "urgent 
social questions" have not been solved (ibid., p. 1.'JO). 

'27. H. Lubbe still defends this position today, without change, in "Aspekte der poli­
tischen Philosophie des Burgers," in Philosophie nach der Aufkliirung (Dusseldorf, 1980), 
pp. 21lff. 

'28. "How can one administer in common something that forms no finished whole and 
is daily born anew and shaped anew in an endless and endlessly manifold production?" 
(Oppenheim, in Lubbe, ed., Die Hegelsche Recht, p. 1 96). 

29. Rosenkranz, in Lubbe, ed., Die Hegel.lche Rteht, p. 72. 

30. On the pertinent writings of E. Forsthofl, E. R. Huber, K. I.arenz, and others, sec 
already H. Marcuse, "Dcr Kampf gegen den Liberalismus in der totalitarcn Staats­
auffassung," Zeitschriji fiir Sozialforschung 3( 1934): 161 ff. 

31. This decomposition was initiated by the Left Hegclians. The methodological re­
Hections on the rapidly burgeoning natural sciences and Ceisteswi.l.\fnldwfim - posi­
tivism and historicism - then soon discredited everything that wanted to reach out 
beyond the "mere thought of the understanding" [blosses Ventrmdesdenkerlj. Rosenkranz 
had still spoken about the undying majesty of the spirit reigning in history - this 
kind of philosophy of history was over and done with bv the dose of the nineteenth 
century. From that time on, whoever wanted to fasten upon the idea of overcoming 
civil societv in the state had onlv the nominalist concept of political power at their 
disposal, a concept !i·mn which Max \\'eber had removed all connotations of reason. 
The state could at most be loaded in an existentialist manner with meanings from the 
friend-foe relationship. 

32. H. Freyer, Weltgeschichte Europa,, 2 vols. (Wiesbaden, 1948), and Theorie de.1 w·gm­
wiirtigen bitalters (Stuttgart, 1955); J. Ritter, .\Ietaphysik und Politik (Frankfurt, 1969). 

33 . .J. llabcrmas, "Neo-Conservati,·e Culture Criticism in the Cnited States and West 
German v," Telos 56( 19B3): 7 5-89. 

34. J. Ritter, Hegel and the Frnuh Rn,olution (Cambridge. MA, 1982), p. 75. 

35. Ibid., p. 61. 

36. Ibid,. p. 81. 

37 . .J. Ritter, "Subjektivitiit und industrielle Cesellschaft," in Sub;ektii•itiit (Frankfurt, 
1974), p. 138. 

38. J. Ritter. "Die Aufgabc cler Ceisteswissenschaftcn in der modcrnen c;cscllschaft, .. 
in Subjektii•itiit, p. 131. 
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39. See II. Schnadclbach, Geschichtsphilosuphie nach Hegel. Die Probleme des Histmi1mus 

(Frciburg, 1974). 

40 . .J. Ritter, "Landschaft. Zur Funktion des Asthetischen in dcr moderncn Gesell­
schaft ," in Subjektivitdt, pp. 14lff. 

41. Sec lecture XI, below. 

Excursus on the Obsolescence of the Production Paradigm 

I. On this sec I I. Brunkhorst, "Paradigmatikern und Theoricndynamik dcr Kritischen 
Thcoric der Cescllschaft," Soziale Welt ( 1 983), pp. 25fT. 

2 . .J. llabermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, volume I, Reason and the Rational­
ization of Society (Boston, 1984); volume 2, Lifeworld and System: A Critique of Fundirmalist 

Re!llon (Boston, 1 987). 

~\. (;corg Lukacs, Zur Ontologze des gesellschafilidren Seins, 3 volumes (Neuwied, 1971 fl.). 

4. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in 
the Sociolol,') of Krwwledge (New York, I 9Gfi), p. 34. 

. 'i. Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge, 1975), pp. 13fT., 80fT. 

b. Berger and Luckman, Social Construction, p. 60. 

7. Ibid .. p. Gl. 

8. Ibid .. p. 89. 

9. :\gnes I lcllcr, Da.\ A.lltagsleben (Frankfurt, I 978), and Alltag und Geschichte (l\euwicd, 
I ~J/0). 

10. I lcllcr. /Jo.1 :11/tag.\/eben, pp. 182fT. 

II. Heller, Alltag 11nrl Cnchichte, pp. 2:ill. 

12. Clam Of'!e. "\\'ork, The Key Sociological Categorv?" JJL,organized Capitalmn (Cam­
bridge. 1\l.\, and Oxford, 198:'i), pp. 129~150. 

I :1. (;. :\larkus. "Die \\'elt memchlicher Objekte," in Arbeit, Handlung, Normativitdt, 
edited hv A. Honneth and l' . .Jaeggi (Frankfurt, 1980), pp. 12fT; expanded version: 
/,angage e/ jnorlw lion (Paris, 1982). 

1-1. Ibid., p. 21-l. 

IC>. Ibid., p. :Hi. 

Hi. Ibid., p. 7-1. 

17. Ibid .. p .. ·,I: italics in original. 

18. Ibid .. p. :iO. 

19. Ibid .. p. I H. 
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Lecture IV 
The Entry into Postmodernity: Nietzsche as a Turning Point 

I. Friedrich ,\lietzschc, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History fin Life (Cambridge, 
1980), pp. 24~25. 

2. Ibid., pp. fi2 and 37. 

3. Ibid., p. 41. 

4. Ibid., p. 21. 

5. Ibid., p. 24. 

6. Ibid., p. 45. 

7. This is true of llorkheimer and Adorno as well; in this respect they are close to 
l\ictzsche, Bataille, and Heidegger. Sec lecture V. 

8. Friedrich ,\lietzschc, The Birth of Tragedy and the Case of Wagner (New York, 19fi7), 
p. 136. 

9. Nietzsche, Admntage and Disadvantage, p. 38 . 

10. Ibid., pp. 32, 64. 

11. Richard Wagner, Sdrnt/ich Schrijlen and Dichtungen, Bel. I 0, p. 211. 

12. Ibid., p. 172. 

13. Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, p. 59. 

14. ,\lietzsche, "Attempt at Self-Criticism," in The Birth of Tragedy, p. 25. See the 
Nuchlass, volume 12 of Nietzsche's Siimtliche Werke, edited by G. Colli and M. Montinari 
(Berlin, 19fi7ff.), p. 117. 

15. 1\1. Frank, JJer kommende Cot!. Vorlesungen 1iber rlie neue Myt!wlogie (Frankfurt, 1982), 
pp. 180ft. 

1G. Schellings Werke, edited by M. Schrotcr, volume II, p. fi29. 

17. Friedrich Schlegel, Krilische Ausgabe, volume I, p. 312. 

18. Hegel, Suhrkump-Werkausgabe, volume I, p. 235. 

19. Schellings Werke, volume II, p. 628. 

20. Ibid., p. 629. 

21. Schlegel, Kritische Ausgabe, volume II, p. 317. 

22. Ibid., p. 314. 

23. Schlegel, "Athenaeum Fragment Nr. 252," ibid., volume II, p. 207; see also K. H. 
Bohrer, "Friedrich Schegcls Rede uhcr die Mythologic," in K. H. Bohrer, eel., l'v!yilws 
wrd Modane (Frankfurt, 1983), pp. C>2ff. 
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24. Schlegel, Kritisrhe Ausgabe, volume II, p. 319. 

25. On this expression see W. Lange, "Tod ist bci Giittern immcr ein \'orteil," in 
Bohrer, eel., lvfythos und Moderne, p. 127. 

26. Frank, Der kornrnende Gott, pp. 12ff. 

27. M. Frank investigates the equation of Dionysius with Christ in connection with 
Holdcrlin's elegy "Brot und Wein" in Der lwrmnende Got!, pp. 257-342. See, too, P. 
Szondi, Holder/in Sturlien (Frankfurt, 1970), pp. 95ff. 

2H. See the beginning of the song "Patmos": "Wo aber Gefahr ist, wachst das Rettende 
auch," in Holderlin, Sdmtlirhe Werke, volume 2, edited by \'. F. Ikissher, p. 173. In 
English: "But where danger is, grows the saving power also," in F. Holderlin, l'oern.1 
and Fragments, translated by :Yfichael Hamburger (Ann Arbor, 1966), pp. 462-463. 

29. In this connection Jacob Taubes makes the observation that Schelling, in view of 
this threshold, distinguished sharply between archaic and historical consciousness, 
between the philosophy of mythology and that of revelation: "The program of the 
late Schelling is called not 'Being and Time,' but 'Being and Times.' The time of myth 
and the time of revelation are qualitatively different" (.J. Taubes, "Zur Konjunktur 
des Polytheismus," in Bohrer, eel., Mythos und Morlnne, p. 463). 

30. Nietz.1che Contm Wagner, volume 6 of Nietzsche's Siimtliche Werke, pp. 431-432. 

31. Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, p. 46. 

32. Ibid., p. 36. 

33. He stvlizcs Socrates, who falls into the error of believing that thinking extends to 
the dcep~st abysses of being, into a theoretical countertyp~ of the artist:' "Whenever 
the truth is uncovered, the artist will always cling with rapt gaze to what still remains 
a covering even after such uncovering; but the theoretical man enjoys and finds 
satisfaction in the discarded cozoering" (ibid., p. 94). Nietzsche rails just as energetically 
against the moral explanation of the aesthetic from Aristotle until Schiller: "If you 
would explain the tragic myth, the first requirement is to seek the pleasure that is 
peculiar to it in the purdy aesthetic sphere, without transgressing into the region of 
pny, lear, or the morally sublime. How can the ugly and the disharmonic, the content 
of the tragic myth, stimulate aesthetic pleasure?" (ibid., p. 141). 

34. Nietzsche summarizes this teaching in the statement, "Every evil the sight of which 
edifies a god is justified." See On the Genealogy of Moral.' (New York, 19G9), p. 69. 

35. :\!ietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, pp. 22ff.: "Attempt at Self-Criticism." See also, in 
his Siimtliche \'1/erke, volume 5, p. 168; volume 12, p. 140. 

36 . .J. Habcrrnas, "Zu Nietzsches Erkenntnistheoric," in 7.ur Logik der Sozialwissensrhafien 
(Frankfurt, 1982), pp. 505ff. 

37. Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, p. 96. 

3H. "'ietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, pp. 1H, 19. 

39. See On the Genealogy of Morals, pp. 145-153. 

40. Nietzsche, Siimtliche Werke, volume 12, pp. 159ff. 
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41. Friedrich l\ictz5>che, Beyond (;oorl mull-."I•il. Prelude to a Philosophy of the Futurt (:'-Jew 
York, 1966), p. 2:h 

42. Between 1936 and 1946 (that is, between the Introrlurtion to :Hetaphysio, which still 
shows traces of the f~!Scist llcideggcr, and the "Letter on I lumanism," which introduces 
the postwar philosoph\), Heidegger was continually occupied with Nietzsche. The idea 
of the history of Being was formed in an intensive dialogue with :\ietzsche. Heiddeger 
explicitlv acknowledges this in the 1961 foreword to the two volumes that document 
this segment of his path of thought. See Martin Heidegger. Xietz.1che (l'fullingen, 1961), 
pp. 9!T. 

43. This fiction has been demolished without remainder by the edition of Giorgio Colli 
and Mazzino Montinar; sec their commentary to the late work, in Nietzsche's Sdmtliche 
Werke, volume 14, pp. 3H3ff., and the chronology of Nietzsche's life, in volume 15, 
p. l. 

44. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, volume 1: The Will to Powtr as Art (New York, 1979), 
p. 4. 

45. Ibid., p. 19. 

46. Ibid., p. 131. 

47. In this respect, Oskar Becker demonstrates an incomparably greater sensibility 
with his dualistic counterproposal to Heidcggcr's fundamental ontology; see Oskar 
Becker, "Von der Hinliilligkeit des Schiinen und dcr Abenteuerlichkeit des Kunstlers" 
and "Von der Abenteuerlichkcit des Ktinstlers und der vorsichtigen \'crwegenheit des 
Philosophen," in Dasein und Dawesen. Gesamrne/te philo\ofJhi,lche Auf\iitze (Pfullingen, 
1963), pp. II ff. and I 031T. 

48. Heidegger, Nietl.ll:he, volume I, p. 200. 

49. Martin Hcidegger, "Nachwort zu Was is! metaphysik~" in Wegmarken (Frankfurt, 
1978), p. 309. 

50. Ileidegger sums up his first Nietzsche lectures with the words: "From the per­
spective of the essence of Being, an has to be conceived of as the basic happening of 
beings, as the authentically creative moment." 

51. Georges Bataille, introduction to Der heilige Erw (Frankfurt, 1982), pp. I OfT. 

52. Ibid., p. 29. 

Lecture V 
The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor Adorno 

I. K. Heinrich, Versuch iiber die Schwierigkeit Nein w sagen (Frankfurt, 1964). 

2. Max Horkhcimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialektik der Aufkliirung (Amsterdam, 194 7). 
English translation: Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York, 1972), p. xvi; cited in the text 
as DE. (See my introduction to the new German edition published in 1985 by Suhr­
kamp Verlag.) 

3. K. Heinrich, Dahle mer Vm1ewngen (Basel/Frankfurt, !9H I), pp. I 12ff. 
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-1. "The discovery that symbolic communication with the deity through sacrifice is not 
real must be an age-old experience_ The sacrificial representation that a fashionable 
irrationalism has so exalted cannot be separated from I he deification of human sacrifice 
- the deceit of a priestly rationalization of death by means of an apotheosis of the 
predestined victim" (DE. PP- 50-51)-

5. Max Weber, "Science as a \'ocation," in From :vfax Weber.- Essays in Sociologv (New 
York, 19G5 ), p. 14H. 

fl . .Jiirgen Habermas, The Theory of Comrnunicati1•e Action, volume I: Reason and the 
Haliona/ization of Society (Boston, 19H4), chapter II. 

7. Theodor W. Adorno, Ge.l!mlmelte Schriften, volume I (Frankfurt, 1973) pp. 345fT. 

H. Helmut Dubiel, Theory and Politics (Cambridge, MA, 1985), part I. 

9. Sec especially Max Ilorkheimer, Critique of Instrummtal Remon (New York, 1974). 

I 0. He already styled himself an "antisociologist," as do his neoconservative successors; 
sec H. Baier, "Die Gescllschafl - cin Ianger Schattcn des totcn Gottcs," Nietz.l!.1te­

Studien I Oil 1 (Berlin, 19H2). pp. 6ff. 

II. See also Peter Piltz, ":\ietzsche and Critical Theory," Telos 50(198J-19R2):103-

Il4. 

12. Friedrich :'\:ictzsche, On the Genealogy ojMmals (New York, 1969), p. R4. 

13. Ibid. 

14. Ibid., pp. H4-H5. 

I 'l . .J. llabermas, "Nachwort" to F. J\ietzsche, Erkenntnistheoretisclu' Schriften (Frankfurt, 
I'JbH), pp. 237£1. 

I b. Pointed out by Gilles Dcleuze, NietmJII' and Philosophy (:\lew York, 19R3), pp. 32tl. 

17. "lictzschc, Genealogy, p. 153. 

I H. Friedrich !\ictzsche, Beyond Good and Evil. Prelude loa Philosophy of the Future ("Jew 
York, I 966), p. 341. 

19. Ibid., p. 199. 

20. :\ictzsche, Gmealogy, pp. 103-107. 

21. Ibid., p. 36. 

22. The mediating function of the judgment of taste in the reduction of yes/no 
positions on criticizable validity claims to the "Yes" and "No" in relation to imperative 
expressions of will can also be' seen in the manner in which Nietzsche, along with the 
concept of pmpiJiilional truth, revises the concept of world built into our grammar: 
"Indeed, what forces us at all to suppose that there is an essential opposition of 'true' 
and 'false'' Is it not sufficient to assume degrees of apparentness and, as it were, 
lighter and darker shadows and shades of appearance - different 'values' to use the 
language of painters' Whv couldn't the world that concerns us be a fiction? And if 
somebodv asks: 'but to a fiction there surely belongs an author?'- couldn't one answer 
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simplv: why? Doesn't this 'belongs' perhaps belong to the fiction too' By now is one 
not permitted to be a bit ironic about the subject no less than about the predicate and 
object? Shouldn't the philosopher be permitted to rise above faith in grammar?" 
(Beyond Good and Ez•il, p. 236). 

23. Deleuze, Xietz.1thr and Philosoph\, pp. 103ff. 

24. Nietzsche, Genealogy, pp. 27-2H. 

25. Ibid., p. 112. 

26. Here I am interested in the structure of the argument. Once he has destroyed the 
foundations of the critique of ideology by a self-referential use of this critique, 
Nietzsche saves his own position as an unmasking critic onlY by recourse to a figure 
of thought associated with the myth of origins. The ideological content of the Genealogy 
ofA1orals and Nietzsche's battle against modern ideas in general- in which the more 
cultivated among the despisers of democracy, now as ever, show a conspicuous interest 
-is another matter altogether. See R. Maurer, "Nietzsche und die Kritischc Theorie," 
and G. Rohrmoscr, "Nietzsches Kritik der Moral," Nietz.1che-Studien 10/11 (Berlin, 
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Communicative Action, subtitled Llfeworld and System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason 
(Boston, 1987). 

Lecture VI 
The Undermining of Western Rationalism through the Critique of 
Metaphysics: Martin Heidegger 

I. Martin Heidegger, "Einleitung zu Was ist MelafJhpik?" in Wegmarken (Frankfurt, 
1978), pp. 361fT. 

2. Martin Heidegger, Nietwofte (Pfullingen, 1961), 2 volumes; here volume 2, p. 333. 
[The four-volume English edition of Nirtz.1che- volumes 1, 2, and 4 of which have 
been issued (J\ew York, 1979, 1984, 1982)- contains a somewhat different selection 
and ordering of material. For that reason, references will be given here to both the 
German and the English editions (with the exception of passages from the forthcoming 
volume 3). The German edition will be called Nand the English edition NE.- tr.J 

3. N, mlume 2., p. 313. 

4. N, volume 2, p. 61; NE, volume 4, p. 2H. 

5. N, volume 2, pp. 141ff. and 193ff.; J\iE, volume 4, pp. 96ff. and 139fT. 

6. !-.',volume 2, pp. 145ff.; NE, volume 4, pp. 99ff. 

7. :\1, volume 2, p. 149; NE, volume 4, p. 103. 
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9. N, volume I, p. 579. 

I 0. N, volume I, p. 656. 

II. N, volume I, p. 479. 

12. ;\!,volume 2, p. 355; NE, mlume 4, p. 215. 

13. ;\!,volume 2, p. 353; NE, volume 4, p. 214. 

14. Already in Being and Time, Hcidegger talks about the "destruction of the history 

of ontology." 

15. N, volume 2, p. 367; :'\E, volume 4, p. 223. 

16. Martin Hcideggcr, "Letter on Humanism," in Basic Writings (London, 1978), p. 

235. 

17. Ibid., p. 216. 

18. N, volume I, p. 380. 

19. N, volume l, pp. 578fT. 

20. ;\!, volume I, p. 379. 

21. IIeideggcr, "Letter on Humanism," p. 235. 

22. Ibid. 

23. ;\!, mlume I, p. 380. 

24. Fritz K. Ringer, The Decline of the Gtmwn Mandarins (Cambridge, MA, 1969). On 
this, see my review in l'hilo.lojJhisch-politische l'rofzle (Frankfurt, 1981), pp. 485ff. 

25. Reiner Schii.nnann sees the end of metaphysics in the fact that the succession of 
epochs in which ontological understanding was determined bv the dominance of 
particular principles has .come to a dose. l'ostmodernity stands under the sign of the 
dving out of any form of unifving interpretation of the world guided bv principles; it 
bears the anarchistic traits of a polvcentric world that sacrifices its previous categorial 
differentiations. v\'ith the familiar constellation of knowing and acting. the concept of 
the political also changes. Schiirmann characterizes the structural change through the 
hJllowing features: (l) abolishing the primacy of teleology in action; (2) abolishing the 
primacy of rcspomibilitv in the legitimation of action; (3) change into action as a 
protest against the administered world; (4) disinterest in the future of mankind; (5) 
anarchy as the essence of what is "doable." See Reiner Schiirmann, "Questioning the 
Foundation of Practical Philosophy," Human Studies 1(1980):337ff.; "Political Thinking 
in Heidcggcr," Social Research 43(1978): 19lff.; '"I.e principc d'anarchie," in lleidcg!!/f 
et Ia question de L'agir (Paris, 1982). 

26. From this perspective, Walter Schulz specifics the "Philosophicgeschichtlichen Ort 
Martin Heidcggers," J'hilmujJhi1rhe Rwzdscium (1953):65ff. and 21 I fl.; republished in 
Otto Pi)ggeler, eel., Htidtgger (Cologne, 1969), pp. 9S!T. 
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27. Georg Simmcl, "Zur Philosophic der Kultur," in Philosophisrhe Kultur (Berlin, 1983). 
Sec also mv afterword to that work, "Simmel als Zeitdiagnostiker," pp. 243-253. 

28. Martin Heidcgger, Being and Time (New York, 1962), p. 73. Henceforth cited m 
text by page numbers of the English translation. 

29. Schulz, "Cbcr den philosophiegeschichtlichc Ort Martin Heidcggers," p. 115. 

30. Martin Heidcgger, The r.·s.\enrr of Reasow (Evanston, 1969), p. 93. 

31. Ibid., p. 105. 

32. Ibid., p. Ill. 

33. This can be seen in the form of the statements bv means of which Ernst Tugendhat 
attempts a semantic reconstruction of the content of the second part of Being and Time; 
see Ernst Tugendhat, Sel{Consciousness and Sel{Detennination (Cambridge, MA, 1986), 
the eighth to tenth lectures. 

34. Ernst Tugendhat, "Heideggers Idee von \Vahrhcit," in Pi\ggcler, eel., lleidegger. p. 
296; also Der Wahrheitsbtgrijf bti Hwserl und Heidegger (Berlin, 1967). 

35. See the excursus on Castoriadis following lecture XI. 

36. Heidcgger's written copy, dating from 1945. was first published by his son in 198:l: 
Das Selbstbehauptung der dmt.l(htn Cnillersitat. /)as Rektorat 19 33134 (Frankfurt, 1983). 
[English translation: "The Self~Assertion of the German University," Review of Mtla· 
physics 38( 198.'J):467-302, here p. 486.] In connection with this publication, M. Schrei­
ber reported in the Frankfurter Allgemtme bitung of 20 July 1984 on "New Details of 
a Future Heidegger Biography," which emerged from the recent research of the 
Frciburg historian Hugo ()tt. 

37. Ibid., p. 39. 

38. Oskar Becker alreadv drew rnv attention to this during mv student davs. I am 
grateful to Victor Farias for letting me look at his as vet unpublished studv of I lci­
dcgger's national·revolutionarv phase. 

39. !Icidegger's reaction to the readmission of a Catholic St udcnt Association fits in 
here. In a letter of 2 J unc 1934 to the Reichsjlihrer of the student boclv. he speaks of 
a "public victory of Catholicism." He warns: ··one is still not familiar with Catholic 
tactics. Some clav this will take its toll with a vengeance." This is quoted in Guido 
Schneeberger. Xarhle.\e zu He1deggn (Bern, 196~), p. 206. On the ";\lew Paganism," sec 
W. Brocker, Dialektili, f'l!.lili<•i.lmnl, .llytlwlogie (Frankfurt. 1951-1), chapters 2 and 3. 

•10. Schneeberger. Xaclzlew zu Heidegger. pp. 14:iff. 

41. In section 74 of Being and Time. llcidcgger alreadv takes his analvses of the basic 
constitution of historicalitv to the point at \\:hich the Lnc of the individual is implicated 
with the L!tc of the people: '"But if fateful Dasein as Being-in-the-world exists essen· 
tially in Being-with-others, its historicizing is a co·historiciLing and dcterminatiH' for 
it as dcstinv [Ct.1cluckj. This is how we designate the historicizing of the community. 
of a people" (p. ·l:\6). As regards the significance of the later tenn '"destining of Being"' 
[Sriwge.l!hi<kJ, it is certainh· no mere accident that lleidegger introduces the expression 
"destinv" in this <•iilliilchcn connection. llnwever, the existentialist priorit\ of the incli· 
vidual Dasein over the collect in· Dascin of the communitv- which will later be turned 
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into just the opposite by the national-revolutionary reinterpretation - is quite clear 
from the context. The structure of care is developed in connection with the Dasein 
that is "in each case mine." Resoluteness to one's "ownmost potentiality for Being" is 
a matter for the individual, who must first be resolved in order then to be able to 
experience "Dasein's fateful destiny in and with its 'generation'" (p. 4:16). The irre­
solute individual can "'have' no fate [Schick.lalj." 

42. Schneeberger. 1\'ach/e.ll' zu lfeirle!iK''r, pp. 159ff. 

43. William Richardson brought to my attention the point of connection for this 
concept that is already to be found in Ilcidegger's "On the Essence of Truth" (Basic 
~Vritiug1, pp. l I3-14I). In the sen~nth section, he treats of "Untruth as Errancy." Like 
truth, eJTancv belongs to the basic constitution of Dasein: "Enancv is the open site 
for and grou;1d of c;Tor. Frror is not just isolated mistakes but ratl;er the realm (the 
domain) of the history of those entanglements in which all kinds of erring get inter­
woven" (p. 136). This concept of errancy as an objective scope docs not, to be sure, 
oiler anvthing more than a point of connection; for truth and error are still related 
to one another in the same way as the disclosure and concealing of beings (p. 137). 
In mv view, this text- first published in 194:1 and based on the text of a lecture from 
19:10, which was ''revised several times" - does not permit any clear interpretation in 
the sense of Heidegger's later thought. 

44. 1\!artin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics ("'ew Haven, 1956), p. 199. 

<15. See the precise presentation by Reiner Schunnann, "Political Thinking in Heideg­
ger," Social Rnl'arch 45(1978): 191. 

Lecture VII 
Beyond a Temporalized Philosophy of Origins: Jacque Derrida's Critique 
of Phonocentnsm 

I. Jacques Derrida, "The Ends of 1\!an," in MwKins of 1'/ulo.lophy (Chicago, 1982), pp. 
IO'l-I:Hi. 

2. Jacques Ikrrida. Of Gmmnwtology (Baltimore, 1974), pp. 18-26. 

:l. Ibid .. p. 14. 

-1. Derrida. "The Ends of 1\!an." p. 130. 

5. Pierre Rourdieu, JJie poliltschr Ontolo,gie ,H. Heide!iw'r.\ (Frankfurt, 1976), pp. I 7fT. 

ti. llcrrida. "The Ends of' 1\lan," p. I :-Hi. 

7. I. J Cclb. o\ Sturlv in \\'riling: The Founrlatiom ofGra~twwtolog-y (Chicago, 1952). 

H. Derrida, Of Gumul!atolop,:v. p. I 0. 

~l. Ibid. 

10. Jacques Derrida, \\'riling and f)tjference (Chicago, 197H), p. 10. 

II. Jacques Ikrrida, "Signature Event Context," in Mar,gin1 of Phi/().lophy, pp. 307-330, 
csp. 3Ic,, :l2:!. 

I~. Derrida, Of Crrwunalolog\'. p. 69. 
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13. Ibid., p. 19. 

14. Jacques Derrida, SjJerrh and Phenomena (Evanston, 197:1), which includes the related 
essay "Form and Meaning: A Note on the Phenomenology of Language." 

15. Edmund H usserl, Lofiiml lnvestiw1tions, volume I: r:xpression and Meaning (London, 
1970), pp. 269-333. 

16. Ibid., p. 2:17. 

17. Ernst Tugendhat, VorlesunKtn wr Einj1ihrun!i m die sjnachanalytische l'hilo.lojJhie 
(Frankfurt, 1976), pp. 212fl.; Jurgen Habermas, Theorie des komrnunikativen Handelns 
(Frankfurt, 19tll ), volume 2, pp. 15fl. 

I8. From this standpoint, it also becomes clear that even a semanticism enlightened 
bv language analysis still proceeds under presuppositions of the philosophy of 
cnnsuousness. 

19. I!usscrl, Logimllnvestigations I, p. 277. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Ibid., pp. :279. 

2~. Ibid. 

23. Ibid., p. 305. 

24. Ibid., p. 3:13. 

25. Ibid. 

26. Ibid., p. 294. 

27. Ibid., p. 321. 

28. Derr·ida, SjJel'dt and l'herwmena. 

29. Ibid., p. 50. 

:10. Ibid., p. 52. 

31. H usserl, l,ogical hwntigations I. p. :128. 

3~. Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, p. 78. 

33. Ibid. 

34. Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 20. 

:15. Derrida, SjmYh awl l'herwmena, p. I 02. 

:16 . .J. Derricla, "Differance," in Atargins ofl'hilosophy, pp. I-27, here p. 8. 

37. Derrida, Spenh and l'henornnw, p. 103. 
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38. Derrida, 0{ Grammatolo,f!J, p. 41. Sec also the excellent exposition by Jonathan 
Culler in On Deronstruction (Ithaca, 1982), pp. 89-IIO. 

39. Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics (:--lew York, 1966), p. 164. 

40. Derrida, 0{ Gramrnatology, p. 163. 

41. Ibid., p. 47. 

42. Ibid., p. 49. See also "Semiology and Grammatology: lnten-iew withjulia Kristeva," 
in Positions (Chicago, 1981 ), pp. 15-36. 

43. About "differance" Derrida states: "It governs nothing, reigns over nothing, and 
nowhere exercises anv authority. It is not announced by a capital letter. Not only is 
there no kingdom of differance, but differance instigates the subversion of everv 
kingdom" (iVIargins o{ Philosophy, p. 22). 

44. Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 16. 

45. Gershom Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism (New York, 1965), p. 30. 

4G. My interpretation finds support in an article by Susan Handelman, which I came 
to only after writing this (thanks to a tip from Jonathan Culler): "Jacques Den·ida and 
the Heretic Hermeneutic," in M. Krapnick, eel., Displacement, Derrida and A{ter (Bloom­
ington, 19R3), pp. 98ff. Handelman reminds us of an interesting citation from Levinas 
that Derrida appropriates in his essay on the latter: "To love the Torah more than 
(;od is protection against the madness of direct contact with the holy." She stresses 
Dcrrida's affinity with the Rabbinic tradition, especially with its cabalistic and heretical 
radicalizations: "The statement [of Levinasj is striking and eminently Rabbinic- the 
Torah, the Law, Scripture, he says, are even more important than He. \Ve might say 
that Derrida and the .Jewish heretic hermeneutic do precisely that: forsake God but 
perpetuate a Torah, Scripture, or Law in their own displaced and ambivalent way" (p. 
ll'i). Handelman also refers to the devaluation of the original transmission of the 
divine word in favor of the oral Torah, which in the course of the historv of exile 
claimed a growing authority, in the end even a dominant authority: "That i~, all later 
Rabbinic interpretation shared the same divine origin as the Torah of Moses; inter­
pretation, in Derridean terms, was 'always already there.' Human interpretation and 
commentary thus become part of the Divine Revelation. The boundaries between text 
and commentary arc Huid in a way that is difficult to imagine for a sacred text, but 
this fluidity is a central tenet of contemporary critical theory, especiallv in Derrida" 
(p. 10 l ). Furthermore, Handelman throws light on Derrida's denunciation of Western 
logocentrism as phonocentrism by locating it in the religious-historical context of the 
repeated defense of the letter against the spirit. In this way, Den·ida is given a place 
wnhm Jewish apologetics. Pauline Christianity had discredited the interpretation his­
tory of the oral Torah as the ''dead letter" in contrast to the "living spirit" (2 Corin­
thians :CUi) of the immediate presence of Christ. Paul sets himself against the Jews who 
fasten on the letter and do not want to give up the scripture in favor of the logos of 
the Christian revelation. "Dcrrida's choice of writing to oppose to 'Western logocentr­
tsm ts a reemergence of Rabbinic hermeneutics in a displaced way. Derrida will undo 
Craeco-Christian theology and move us back from ontology to grammatology. from 
Bemg to Text, from Logos to Ecriture- Scripture" (p. Ill). It is of great importance 
m this context that Derrida, unlike lleidegger does not get the motif of a God that 
works through absence and withdrawal f1~<;m 'the Roma;;tic Dionvsus reception (via 
Holderlin), so as to be able to turn it - as an archaic motif- against monotheism. 
Rather, the active absence of God is a motif that be gets (via Levinas) from the .Jewish 
tradition itself. "The absent God of the Holocaust, the God who obscures his face, 
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paradoxically becomes for Levinas the condition of Jewish belief. ... .Judaism is then 
defined as this trust in an absent Cod" (p. ll'i). Of course, this gives Dcrrida's critique 
of metaphvsics a different meaning from Heidegger·s. The work of deconstruction 
fosters an unacknowledged renewal of a discourse with Cod that has been broken off 
under modern conditions of an ontotheology that is no longer binding. The intention 
is, then, not to m-crcome modernity bv having recourse to archaic sources, hut to take 
specific account of the conditions of modern postmetaphysical thought, under which 
an ontotheologically insulated discourse with Cod cannot be continued. 

Excursus on Leveling the Genre Distinction between Philosophy and 
Literature 

1. H. Schn~idelbach. "Diakktik als Vernunftkritik," in L. \'Oil Friedeburg and .J. lla­
bermas, eds., Adonw-Konjerenz 1983 (Frankfurt, I ~lii3), pp. 66ff. 

2. This is especially true of the Yale Critics, Paul de Man, Geoffrey Hartman, .J. Hillis 
Miller, and Harold Bloom. See .J. Arac, \\'. Codzich, and W. l\lartin, eds., The Yale 
Critics: J)econstruction in Amerim (Minneapolis, 19R3). In addition to Yale, important 
centers of deconstructionism are located at .Johns Hopkins and Cornell universities. 

3. Christopher Norris. Deconstruction: Theory and l'ractia (New York and London, 
l9R2), pp. 93, 98. 

4. Paul de Man, Blinrbu'.\.\ and Insight, 2d ed. (Minneapolis, 1983), p. 110. 

5. Jonathan Culler, On Dnonslmction (London, 1983), p. 150. 

6. Ibid., p. 181. 

7. In his essav "Signature Event Context," in :vlargins of Philosophy (Chicago. 19R2), 
pp. :'107-330, Derrida devotes the last section to a discussion of Austin's theory. Searle 
refers to this in "Reiterating the Differences: A Replv to Derrida," Glyph I( 1977): 19Rff. 
Dcrrida's response appeared in Glyph 12(l977):202tf. under the title "Limited, Inc." 

8. Culler, On Deconstmrtion, p. 119. 

9. John Searle, Spach Acts (Cambridge, 1969), and Expression and iHmning (Cambridge. 
1979). 

10. Culler, On Dttonstruction, pp. 121fT. 

II. Ibid., p. 123. 

12. Ibid., p. 176. 

13. Compare ibid., pp. l30ff. 

11. Karl Biihler, Semiotic Foundations ojianguage Theory (New York, 1982). 

15. Roman .Jakobson, "Linguistics and Poetics," in Thomas A. Sebeok, editor, Style in 
Language (Cambridge, 1\f A, 1960), pp. 3S0-358. 

16. Ibid. 

17. R. Ohmann. "Speech-Acts and the Definition of Literature," l'hilo.,ophy and Rhetoric 
4(1971): 17. 
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!H. Ibid., p. 14. 

1q. Ibid., p. 17. 

:ZII. Ceoflrn 1 Iartman, Srruin!': the Text (Baltimore, llJH l), p. xxi. 

:Z l. Sec also "Speech, Literature, and the Space between," Xcw fjtermy f-IistOI)' 
:)( l'l74)::l-tff. 

:Z:!. William Labov, Language in the Innn City (Philadelphia, l'J72). 

2:1. Marv Louise Pratt, !I Speech-Act Theon of Litnary lh1counr (Bloomington, 1977), p. 
lJ2: I am grateful to Jonathan Culler for his reference to this interesting book. 

24. I hid., p. 148. 

2c>. Ibid., p. 147. 

2G. See .I iirgen llabermas, J'heory oj Conu11unicati<w A ilion, volume I (Boston, 1984 ), 
pp. 27:\ff. 

27. Richard Ror(\, "Deconstruction and Circumvention" (manuscript, 1983); and Con­
ll'ijlll'llCC\ of l'mgmatiw1 (Minncapoli,, 1982), especially the introduction and chapters 
(), 7, and ~J. 

28. Our rcllcctions have brought us to a point from which we can sec why Heidcgger, 
Adorno, and Dcrrida get into this aporia at all. They all still defend themselves as if 
thev were living in the shadow of the ·'last" philosopher, as did the first generation of 
Hegelian disciples. Thev arc still battling against the "strong" concepts of theory, truth, 
and system that have actually belonged to the past for over a century and a half. They 
o.till think thev have to arouse philosoplw from what Derrida calls "the dream of its 
heart." ·1 he: believe thcv have to tear philosophy away from the madness of expound­
ing a theot-v that has the last word. Such a comprehensive, closed, and definitive system 
of propositions would have to he formulated in a language that is self-explanatory, 
that neither needs nor permits commentary, and thus that brings to a standstill the 
dfective histon in which interpretations are heaped upon interpretations without end. 
In this connenion, Rortv speaks about the demand for a language "which can receive 
no gloss, requires no interpretation, cannot be distanced, cannot be sneered at by later 
gem-ratiom. It is the hope f(n· a vocabulary which is intrinsically and self-evidently 
!mal, not onlv the mm,t comprehensive and fruitful vocabulary we have come up with 
so far" (Rorty, Conli'ij?HIICI'S o) Pmgmati.1m, pp. 93fT.). 

If reason were bound, under penaltv of demise, to hold on to these goals of 
metaphvo.ics classicallv pursued from Pannenides to Hegel, if reason as such (even 
after Hegel) stood bcf(lrc the alternative of either maintaining the strong concepts of 
thcorv. truth, and system that were common in the great tradition or of throwing in 
the sponge. then an adequate critique of reason would really have to grasp the roots at 
such a depth that it could scarcely avoid the paradoxes of selt~refcrentiality. Nietzsche 
vtcwecl the matter in this wav. And, unf(>rtunately, Heideggcr, Adorno, and Derrida 
all sttll seem to confuse the universalist problema/in still maintained in philosophy with 
the long sinn· ahowlurml status claim.\ that philosophy once alleged its answers to have. 
l oday, however, it is clear that the scope of universalist questions - for instance, 

qucstiom, of the nccessarv conditions for the rationalitv of utterances, or of the uni­
versal pragmatic presuppositions of communicative acti~m and argumentation- docs 
mc!ced have to be reflected in the grammatical f(lrm of universal propositions- but 
not in anv unconditional validitY or "ultimate foundations" claimed for themselves or 
their the;nTtical framework. The L!llibilist consciousness of the sciences caught up 
with philosoplw, too, a long time ago. c 
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With this kind of L!llibilism, we, philosophers and non philosophers alike, do not by 
any means eschew truth claims. Such claims cannot be raised in the perf(nmativc 
attitude of the first person other than as transcending space and time- precisely as 
claims. But we are also aware that there is no zero-context for truth claims. Thev arc 
raised here and now and are open to criticism. Hence we reckon upon the t;·ivial 
pos.1ibility that they will be revised tomorrow or someplace else. Just as it always has, 
philosophy understands itself as the defender of rationality in the sense of the claim 
of reason endogenous to our form of life. In its work, however, it prefers a combination 
of strong propositions with weak status claims; so little is this totalitarian, that there is 
no call f(>r a totalizing critique of reason against it. On this point, sec my "Die 
Philosophic als l'latzhaltcr und Interpret," in A1oralbewusstsein und kornmunikatives Han­
deln (Frankfurt, 1983), pp. 7ff. (English translation forthcoming). 

Lecture VIII 
Between Eroticism and General Economics: Georges Bataille 

I. Michel Lciris, "Von dem umni\glichen Bataillc zu den unmoglichcn Documents" 
(1963), in Da.1 Auge des Ethnologen (Frankfurt, 1981), p. 75. 

2. Michel Foucault, "A Preface to Transgression," in Language, Counter-J\1emory, Practice: 
Selected E1says and Interviews (Ithaca, 1974), pp. 37-38. 

3. Ibid., p. 42. 

4. Ibid., p. 33. 

5. Ibid., p. 30. 

6. See Helmut Dubiel, Theory and Politics: Studies in the Drveloprnent of Critical Theory 
(Cambridge, MA, 1985 ), and "Die Akt ualitat der Gcscllschaftsthcorie," in L. von 
Friede burg andJ. Habermas, eds., Adorno-Konferenz 1983 (Frankfurt, I 983), pp. 293ff. 

7. Georges Bataille, Die psyclwlogische Struktur des Fa1chisrnw. Die Sonveranitat (Munich, 
1978). 

8. Ibid., p. 19. 

9. Ibid., p. 38. 

10. See Alexander Mitscherlich, "Massenpsychologic und Ich-Analyse," in volume 5 
of his Cesamrnelte Schri)ten (Frankfurt, 1983), pp. 83ft. 

11. Bataille, Faschismw, p. 23. 

12. Ibid., p. 10. 

13. Ibid., p. 18. 

14. Ibid., p. 22. 

15. Max Horkhcirncr and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York, 
1972), pp. 1 G8fT. As f(n the political-economic characterization of fascism as "state 
capitalism," see H. Dubiel and A. Shllncr, eds., Wirt;chaft, Recht und Staal irn National­
soziali.lmus. Analysm de., lnstituts fiir Sozialfonrhun!': 1939-!942 (Frankfurt, 1981), and 
M. \Vilson, Das lmtitut fl'ir Sozialflnsrhung und .1eine Fa.~chismwanaly.\en (Frankfurt, llJH2). 
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lfi. Max Horkheimer, The FdijJ.\e of Reason (New York, 1941), p. 121. 

17. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightemnent, p. 171. 

18. Georges Bataille, Der heilige Eros (Frankfurt, 1982), p. 89. 

19. Walter Benjamin, "Critique of Violence," in Reflections (New York, 1978), p. 289. 

20. Walter Benjamin, "Surrealism," in Reflations, p. 189. 

21. Bataille, Faschismus, p. 42. 

22. Ibid., pp. 42fl. Interpolation mine. 

23. First published by Bataille in La Critique Sociale 7 (I 933) [English: "The Notion of 
Expenditure," in Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writing1, 1927-1939 (Min­
neapolis, 1985), pp. 116-129]; German version published in Georges Bataille, Dm 
theorelisdze Werk, volume I (Munich, 1975), pp. CJfl. 

24. Ibid., p. 2:i. 

25. Ibid., p. 12. 

26. Ibid., p. 23. 

27. Ibid., p. 22. 

~8. Ibid., p. 89. 

~9. Ibid., p. 164. 

30. Bataille, Faschismus, p. 57. 

'> 1. Bataille, Das theoretische Werk, volume I, p. 88. 

3~. Ibid. 

33. Ibid., pp. 87ft. 

34. Georges Bataillc, Das Halleluja; Die Frolil< und die Faszination de.s Tories; Die \Virge 
der ,Henschheit; Der belastete Planet (Munich, 1979), p. 60. 

35. Ibid., pp. 67fl. 

36. Ibid., p. 68. 

37. "Saint-Simons Gkichnis," in J. Dautry, ed., Saint-Sirrwn, Ausgewiihlte Texte (Berlin, 
1957), pp. 141fT 

38. Bataille, D11.1 theoretische Werk, volume I, p. 179. 

39. Ibid., p. 169. 

40. Ibid., p. 177. 

41. Ibid., p. 171. 
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42. Bataille refers to the classic study bv Marcel Mauss, F1.1(1i sur le Don, in Annee 
Soriologique (I 923/24 ), pp. 30ff. . . 

4:l. Bataille, /)as theorelische Werk, \Olume l, p. 105. 

44. Bataille, Der heilige Ero.1, p. 57. Interpolation mine. 

45. Ibid., p. 51. 

46. Ibid., p. 59. I ntcrpolation mine. 

47. Ibid., p. 35. 

48. Ibid., p. 65. \\'hat Bataille calls the inner experience of the erotic, ~Iiebel Leiris 
described in terms of a photograph showing a naked woman with a leather mask (in 
Batailk'sjournal Dowmmts in 1931 ). This mask followed a sketch done by W. Seabrook, 
who had long pursued studies on the Ivory Coast. Leiris's text shows how at that time 
field research in anthropology, exoticism in art, and eroticism both in personal expe­
rience and in literature enter into a kind of alliance. Leiris displays the sacrilegious 
jov and the satanic pleasure that the fetishist registers in viewing the body of the 
woman masked and thus de-individuated to a sheer instance of the species: "\\'ith full 
consciousness, love is reduced to a natural and bestial process - since the brain is 
svmbolicallv suppressed by the mask - the fatalitv that forces us down is finally 
subdued. Thanks to the mask, in our hands this woman is in the end onlv nature 
it8df, shaped by blind laws, without soul or personhood. a nature that this one time, 
at any rate, is completely chained to us, just as this woman is also chained. The gaze, 
the quintessence of human expression, is blocked out for a time - which lends the 
woman a still more hellish and subterranean significance. And the mouth, which can 
only be discerned thanks to a small split, is reduced to the animal-like role of a wound. 
The usual ordering of decorative elements, finally, is stood entirely on its head; the 
bodv is naked and the head masked. These arc all elements that make tools out of 
learl1er pieces (a material from which boots and whips are made) which correspond 
wonderfullv to what eroticism actuallv is: a mcam, of getting out of oneself, of tearing 
away the bonds which morality, reason, and custom impose on us: simultancouslv, a 
wav of banishing the evil forces, of defying God and the terrestrial hounds of hell 
representing him. bv taking over their propcrtv, the whole universe, in one of its 
particularly significant parts- no longer differentiated out here- and subjecting it 
to our control." (Michel Leiris, ''Das 'caput mortuum' odcr die Frau des Alchemisten," 
in Das Auge des Fthnologm, pp. 260-262.) 

49. Bataille, Da.1 theore!Liche Werk, volume I, p. 164. 

50. Ibid., p. 282. 

51. Ibid., p. 106. 

52. Rataille, Dn heilige Ems, p. 269. 

53. Ibid. 

Lecture IX 
The Critique of Reason as an Unmasking of the Human Sciences: Michel 
Foucault 

1. Michel Foucault, \'on dn 5iuln•n.llon de.1 H'lssen1 (Munich, 1974), p. :!4. [From an 
interview with Paolo Caruso.] 
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2. 1\lichel Foucault. Wahminn und Gnrl/.,tfwjt (Frankfurt, 19G9), p. 9. lThis is a trans­
lation of !fi1toire ric l11 j(Jiir. an abridged edition of which was translated into English 
as ,\lrulnn1 and Civi!iwtion. The English edition docs not include the passage cited.] 

~l. Schelling and the Romantic philosophy of nature had earlier conccin·d of madness 
as the other of reason brought about hv excommunication, hut of course within a 
perspective of reconciliation alien to Foucault. To the extent that the bond of com­
munication bcnveen the madman (or the criminal) and the rationally constituted 
context of public life is severed, both parts suffer a dcf(>rmation- those. who arc now 
thrown back upon the compulsiw· normality of a reason that is merely subjective arc 
no less dishgured than those expelled from normalitY. Madness and evil negate nor­
malitv b;· endangering it in two wavs - as what disrupts normality and puts it in 
question; but also as something that evades normality bv withdrawing from it. The 
insane and the criminal can develop this power of active negation only as inverted 
reason, which is to sav, thanks to those moments split off from communicative reason. 

Foucault. along with f\ataille and 1\ietzsche, renounces this hgure of thought from 
Idealism, which is supposed to grasp a dialectic inherent in reason itself. For him, 
rational forms of discourse are always rooted in strata that limit monological reason. 
rhcst· mute foundations of meaning at the basis of Occidental rationality are them­

.sclves meaningless; thev han? to be exhumed like the nonlinguistic monuments of 
prchiston if reason is to come to light in interchange with and in opposition to its 
othcT. In this sense, the archeologist is the model of a historian of science investigating 
the historv of reason. having learned from :slietzsche that reason develops its structure 
onlv bv wav of the exclusion of heterogeneous elements and only by way of a monadic 
centering within itself. rhere w,ts no reason before monological reason. And so mad­
ness docs not appear to be the result of a process of splitting off in the course of 
which communicative reason first became rigidified into subject-centered reason. The 
f(>nnatilc process of madness is simultaneouslv that of a reason which emerges in 
none other than the Occidental form of self-relating subjectivit\'. This "reason" proper 
to (;erman Idealism. 1vhich was meant to be more primordial than that embodied 
within European culture, appears here as just that fiction bv which the Occident makes 
itself knmu1 in its specialness, and with which it assumes a universality that is chimer­
icaL at the same time that it both hides and pursues its claim to global dominance. 

~ Foucault, H'rd111.111111 U!ld Ce.lel/,clwft, p. 13. lThe Fnglish edition. Jladnes\ awl Cii>ili­
catw/1, docs not include the passage cited.[ 

.">. "Since \\l' lack the original puritv. our investigation of structure has to go hack to 
I hat decisi1 c point 11·hich separates reason and madness at the same time as it joins 
them. It 1nust sed. to uncoHT the constant interchange. the opaque common root, 
and the original opposition that bestows a meaning on the unitv as well as the oppo­
stlton between sense and nonsense. Thus, the lightning decision (which seems heter­
ogcnt·ous lmm inside historitaltime. but inconceivable outside it) which separates the 
buning of obscure insects I rom the language of reason and the promises of time can 
come to light again." (Ibid, p. 1:-\.) 

li. \!ichcl Foucault. /'he !Jirth of the Cl111ic: :\11 Archtolog)' oj,ilnlimll'ercrption (New York, 
I ~J7:l ). p. ", ii. 

7. \Iicht·! Foucault, ,\Iad!lt.\1 awl Ci<'ilizatio!l (1\ew York, I C)/~)), chapter I, pp. 3fT (In 
the discussion that follows. I was unable to take into account the second <tnd third 
Yolumt·s ol Foncault's lf11ton· of Stxllalit>·. which have JUSt appeared.) 

S. Ibid .. p. :!O'l. 

~J. Fowault gi1cs an impressive description of an asdum that underwt'nt profound 
changc.s in 1isagt' and function. under thl' cve.s, so to speak, of the psychiatrists, in the 
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waning davs of the eighteenth c"ntury: "This village had once signified that madmen 
were conhned, and therefore the man of reason was protected from them; now it 
manifested that the [separated[ madman was liberated, and that, in this liberty which 
put him on the level with the laws of reason, he was reconciled with the man of 
reason .... Without anything at the institutions having really changed, the meaning 
of exclusion and of confinement begins to alter; it slowly assumes positive values, and 
the neutral, empty, nocturnal space in which unreason was formerly restored to its 
nothingness begins to be peopled by a [medically controlled] nature to which madness, 
liberated, is obliged to submit [as pathology]." (Ibid., p. 195. The parenthetic additions 
are mine.) 

10. "At the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced 
with wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building 
is divided into cells, each of which extends the whole width of the building; they have 
two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, 
on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from one end to the other. All that is 
needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a 
madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the effect of 
backlighting, one can observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light, 
the small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery. They are like so many cages, 
so many small theatres, in which each actor is alone, perfectly individualized and 
constantly visible." (Michel Foucault, Discipline and Puni.1h: The Birth of the Prison [1\cw 
York, I 977[, p. 200.) Of the functions of the old-fashioned prison - incarceration, 
darkening, concealing- only the hrst is maintained: Restriction of space for mobility 
is needed to fulfill the, as it were, experimental conditions for the installation of the 
reifying gaze: "The panopticon is a machine for dissociating the see/being seen dyad: 
in the periphcric ring, one is totally seen, without ever seeing; in the central tower, 
one sees everything without ever being seen." (Ibid., p. 202.) 

I l. Foucault, Wahnsinn und Gesellscha.fi, p. 480. [The English edition, l'vfadness and 
Civilization, does not include the passage cited.] 

12. Michel Foucault, "The Discourse on Language," appendix to The Archeology o.f 
Knowledge and the Disr·o11ne on Language (isiew York, I 972), at pp. 217-218. 

13. Ibid., p. 219 . 

14. Ibid., p. 234. 

15. Michel Foucault, "Nietzsche, Genealogy, I !istorv," in Language, Counter-l'vlemory', 
Practia: Selected Essay.\ awl Interview.\ (Ithaca, I 977), at pp. 145-146. 

16. Foucault, The Anhmlogy of Knowledge, p. 7. 

17. Ibid., p. 12. 

lil. Ibid., p. 9. 

19. C. Honegger, ".\1. Foucault unci die sericlle Geschichte," 1Yferkm 36( 1982):50Iff. 

20. Foucault, ":S:ietzschc, Genealogy, History," p. 152. 

21. For Foucault's self-critique, see The Anheology o.f Knowledge, p. 16: "Generally 
speaking, ,ifwlnes.\ and c;,,zfization accorded far too great a place, and an enigmatic one 
too, to what I called an 'experiment,' thus showing to what an extent one was still close 
to arlrniuing au anonyn1ous and general su~ject of history." 
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22. Paul Veyne, Der Eisberg der Geschichte (Berlin, 1981 ), p. 42. Veyne's metaphor 
reminds one of Gehlcn's image of "crystallization." 

23. Foucault, '"l\"ietzsche, Genealogy, History," p. 154. 

24. Axel Honneth, Kritik dl'r Macht (Frankfurt, 1985), pp. 121-122 [English translation 

forthcoming]. 

25. H. Fink-Eitel, "Foucaults Analytik der Macht," in l. A. Kittler, ed., Austreibung des 
Geistes aus den Geisteswis.1enschajten (Paderborn, 1980), p. 55. 

26. For example, in an enthusiastic review of Andre Glucksmann's ,\![aster Thinkers, 
Foucault writes: "In the Gulag one sees not the consequences of an unhappy mistake, 
but the effects of the 'truest' theory in the political order. Those who sought to save 
themselves by sticking Marx's true beard on the false nose of Stalin were not enthused." 
(Michel Foucault, "La grande co !ere des faits," Le Nouvel Observateur, 9 May 1977 .) 
The theories of power of bourgeois pessimists from Hobbes to Nietzsche have always 
also served as receiving stations for disappointed apostates who, in the business of 
realizing their ideals politically, experienced how the humanistic content of the En­
lightenment and of Marxism was perverted into its barbaric opposite. Even if the year 
1968 onlv marks a revolt and not a revolution as in 1789 or 1917, the syndromes of 
reneging" on the left are actually quite similar and perhaps even explain the surprising 
circumstance that the New Philosophers in France have dealt with topoi similar to those 
of the neoconservative disciples of an older generation of disappointed communists. 
On both sides of the Atlantic, one runs up against the same topoi of the counter­
Enlightenment: criticism of the seemingly inevitable terrorist consequences of global 
interpretations of history; critique of the role of the general intellectual intervening 
in the name of human reason, and also of the transposition of theoretically pretentious 
human sciences into a practice contemptuous of humans, either in terms of social 
technique or therapeutically. The figure of thought is always the same: There is a 
narrow-minded will to power ingrained in the very universalism of the Enlightenment, 
in the humanism of emancipatory ideals, and in the rational pretension of systematic 
thought; as soon as the theory is ready to become practical, it throws off its mask -
behind which the will to power of the philosophical master thinkers, the intellectuals, 
the mediators of meaning- in brief, the New Class - comes to the fore. Foucault 
not only seems to represent these familiar motifs with a gesture of radicality, but 
actually to shmpm them with his critique of reason and to generalize them with his 
theory of power. Behind the emancipatory self-understanding of discourse in the 
human sciences lurks the tactic and the technology of a sheer will to self-assertion, 
wluch. the genealogist sets into relief beneath the exhumed foundations of meaning 
of_ self-deceptive discourses, just as Solzhenitsyn did to the Gulag beneath the rhetoric 
of a sanctimonious Soviet Marxism. See P. Rippel and H. Munkler, "Der Diskurs und 
d1e Macht. Zur Nietzsche-Rezeption des Poststrukturalismus," Politisrhe Vierteijahres­
schrift 2:1( 1982): ll.~ff. 

27. Michel Foucault. The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Ifwnan Sciena.1 (New 
York, 1973). p. 3ll. 

28. See Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Rnond Structuralism and 
Hermeneutics (Chicago."l98:1), pp. 21 fl. , 

29. Foucault constructs two different series of absences. On the one hand, the painter 
in the picture lacks his model, the roval couple standing outside the frame of the 
p1cture; the latter are in turn unable to see the picture of themselves that is being 
painted - they only see the canvas from behind; finally, the spectator is missing the 
center of the scene, that is, the couple standing as models, to which the gaze of the 
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painter and of the courtesans merclv directs us. Still more revealing than the absence 
of the objects being represented is. on the other hand, that of the subjects doing the 
representing, which is to say, the triple absence of the paimer, the model, and the 
spectator who, located in front of the picture, takes in perspectives of 1he two others. 
The painter, Velasquez, actually enters into the picture, but he is not presented exactly 
in the act of painting- one sees him during a pause and realizes that he will disappear 
behind the canvas as soon as he takes up his labors again. The faces of the two models 
can actually be recognized undearly in a mirror reflection, but they arc not to be 
observed directly during the act of their portrayal. Finally, the act of the spectator is 
equally unrepresented - the spectator depicted entering into the picture from the 
right cannot take over this function. (Sec Foucault, J"he Ordrr of Things, pp. :l-16, :107-
311.) 

30. Ibid., pp. :108-309. 

31. Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Foucault, p. :10. 

32. Dieter Henrich, Fluchtlinien (Frankfurt, 1982), pp. l2:)ff. 

3:1. This might also explain why materialism can remain so alive in analytic philosophy, 
particularlv in relation to the mind-body problem. 

:14. Foucault, The Order of Things, pp. 33:1-:1:14. 

:15. Ibid., p. 348. 

Lecture X 
Some Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again 

l. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Scil'nces (New York, 
1973), pp. :142-34:1. 

2. Ibid., p. 322. 

:1. M. Frank directs our attention to this preference for the model of representation, 
which cannot be systematically justified by Foucault, in Was !Ieiss/ Neostrukturalismu.1? 
(Frankfurt, 1984), lectures 9 and 10. 

4. Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michl'! Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Her­
meneutics (Chicago, 1983), p. 84. See also Axel Honneth, Kritik der Macht (Frankfurt, 
1985), pp. 133ff. 

5. Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge (:\lew York, 1980), p. 132. 

6. Ibid., p. 131. 

7. "These sciences, which have so delighted our 'humanity' for over a century, have 
their technical matrix in the petty malicious minutiae of the disciplines and their 
investigations. These investigations are perhaps to psychology, psychiatry, pedagogy, 
criminology, and so many other strange sciences, what the terrible power of investi­
gation was to the calm knowledge of the animals, the plants or the earth. Another 
power, another knowledge. On the threshold of the Classical age, Bacon, lawyer and 
statesman, tried to develop a methodology of investigation for the empirical sciences. 
What Great Observer will produce the methodology of examination f(Jr the human 
sciences' Unless, of course, such a thing is not possible. For, although it is true that, 
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in becoming a technique for the empirical sciences, the investigation has detached 
itself from the inquisitorial procedure in which it was historicallv rooted, the exami­
nation has remained extremelv dost> to the disciplinan· power that shaped it. It has 
alwavs been and still is an intrinsic element of the disciplines. Of course, it seems to 
have undergone a speculative purihcation by integrating itself with such sciences as 
psvchologv and psychiatrv. :\nd, in effect, its appearance in the form of tests, inter­
,·iews. imerrogations and consultations is apparently in order to rectify the mechanisms 
of discipline: educational psychology is supposed to correct the rigors of the school, 
just as the medical or psvchiatric interview is supposed to rectify the effects of the 
discipline of work. But we must not be misled; these techniques merely refer individ­
uals from one disciplinary authority to another, and they reproduce, in a concentrated 
or formalized form. the schema of power-knowledge proper to each discipline ... 
The great investigation that gave rise to the sciences of nature has become detached 
from its politico~juridical model; the examination. on the other hand, is still caught 
up in disciplinarY technology." (:'vlichel Foucault, Disrip!inc and P11ni.1h: The Birth of the 
l'ri1oll [:\cw York, I 'l77], pp. :z2(i-227.) 

This passage is interesting in two respects. First, the comparison between the natural 
and the human sciences is meant to instruct us that both have emerged from tech­
nolo~ies of power, hut that only the natural sciences have been able to detach them­
-;l'lves from the context of their emergence and develop into serious discourses that 
actually redeem their claims to objectivity and truth. Second, Foucault is of the opinion 
that the human sciences could not he dissociated from the context of their emergence 
at all. because in their case the practices of power are not onlv causally involved in the 
history of their rise, but play a transcendental role in the constitution of their 
knowledge. 

8. Sec Jiirgen Hahermas. Knowledge and Human Interests (lloston and London, 1971); 
more recentlv, Karl-Otto :\pel, L'nderslanding and f:xplrmation (Cambridge, MA, 1984). 

'l. :\lichel Foucault, "Howison Lecture on Truth and Subjectivity," October 20, 19RO, 
lJniwTsit: of California at llerke1ey, unpublished manuscript, p. 7. 

I 0. In Fhe Hi1ton of Sexurdif>, Foucault investigates the contexts of genesis and of 
application to which psvchoanahsis is fitted. Once a~ain, functionalist modes of ar­
gumentation arc supposed to establish what they cannot establish - namely, that 
tcchnolo~ies of power constitute the domain of scientific objects and hence also prej­
udice the criteria of validity for what is considered true or false within scientific 
discourse. · 

II. Paul \'cvne, Dn t:i.1berg der Geschirhte (Berlin, 1981 ), p. 52. 

1:!. \'eme also deals with this example (ibid., pp. 6ff). 

13. 1\lichel Foucault, The Archeolog> of Knowledge and the Discourse of Language (l\iew 
York, 1 'l72), p. 205. 

14. :\lichcl Foucault, "Nietzsche. Genealogy, History," in l"tmguage, Counter-Memory, 
l'rartire: Selected E.llilJI and Jnten,iews (Ithaca, 1977), pp. 162-163. 

15. Ibid., p. 157. 

1fi. Foucault, l'ower!Knowledge, p. 82. 

17. Ibid. 

18. Ibid., p. 85. 
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19. Foucault, ":\'ietzschc, Genealogy. History," pp. 156-157. 

20. B.-II. Levy, "]'m,·er and Sex: An Interview with Michel Foucault," Telo.\ 
32(1977):152-161, here p. 15R. 

21. "!\on au sexe roi," Le Xo111•el Obseruateur, 12 March 1977. [The passage quoted 
does not appear in the English translation of this interview cited in note 20.] 

22. Nancy Fraser, "Foucault on Modern Power: Empirical Insights and Normative 
Confusions," Praxis lntemationa/ I ( 1981 ):283. 

23. Foucault, l'ower!Knowledge, p. I 08. 

24. In an article entitled "Foucault's Body-Language: A Posthumanistic Political Rhet­
oric?" Salmagundi 61 ( 1983):5:'i-70. 

25. Michel Foucault, The History of ,\exua/itv, volume 1: An Introduction (New York, 
1978). 

26. P. Sloterdijk works out this alternative in relation to the instance of the mute, 
bodily-expressive forms of protest of the cynic: Kritik der zvnischm Ven111n(t, 2 volumes 
(Frankfurt. 1982). See Jiirgen Haberrnas, ''F.in Renegat der Subjektphilosophie," l'jlas­
terband 159 (1983). Foucault's own investigations went in a different direction; see his 
afterword to the second edition of Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Fo11cault, pp. 229tT 

27. Levy, "Power and Sex," p. 158. 

2R. Honneth, Kritik der Afacht, p. 182. 

29. Arnold Cehlen, Die Seele im technischen Zeitalter (Hamburg, 1957). 

30. J iirgen Habermas, Theorie des lwrnmunilwtiven liandelns, volume 2 (Frankfurt, 1981 ), 
pp. 92ft. 

.'II. Foucault, Disnj;/ine and Punish, p. 23. 

32. Ibid., p. 77. 

33. Foucault, Power!Knowlnlge. p. 107. 

34. Jiirgcn Habermas, ":\'atura] Law and Revolution," in Theory and Prattice (Boston 
and London. l'l73), pp. 82-120. 

:15. C. Honegger, C'bnler;zmgm w "Hirhe/ Fouwults Fntwurf einer Gcschirhte der Sexu.alitiit, 
unpublished manuscript, 1~Hl2. p. 10. 

36. Cchlen, Die See/e, p. 118. 

Lecture XI 
An Alternative Way out of the Philosophy of the Subject: Communicative 
versus Subject-Centered Reason 

1. Sec the unique lcctUJ-e delivered by Foucault in 1983 on Kant's "What Is Enlight­
enment?," in Paul Rabinow, eel., The Foucault Hmdn (:\cw York. l'l84), pp. 32-.~0. I 
refer to this in mv evocation in the t 11 z (2 July I ~)84). 
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~- .Jiirgcn Habermas, ''Remarks on the Concept of Communicative Action," in G. 
Seebass and R. Tuomela, eds., Social Action (Dordrecht, 1985), pp. 151-178. 

3 . .Jiirgen Habermas, "Interpretive Social Science and llerrnencuticism," in :\1. Haan, 
R. Bellah, 1'. Rabinow, and v\·. Sullivan, eds., Social Science 11.1 Mom/ Inquiry (New York, 

1983), pp. 251-270. 

4 . .Jiirgen Habermas, "A Pmtscript to Knowledge and Human Interests," Philosophy of 
Social Sciena 3( 1973): 157-189, here pp. 161fT. Also H. Dahmer, Ubido und Gesellscha)t 

(Frankfurt, 1982), pp. HlT. 

5. Jiirgen Habennas, "The Hermeneutic Claim to Universality," in J. Bleicher, eel., 
Cmztempom>)' 1/enneneutic.\ (London and Boston, 1980), pp. 181-~ll. 

6. Jiirgen Habermas, Theorie des kommunikativcrz Handelns, volume~ (Frankfurt, l9Rl ), 
pp. 589fT. English: Theory of Communicative Action, volume 2: Sy.1tem and Lifeworld: A 
Critique o) Functionalist Remon (Boston, 1987). 

7. Cf. Richard J. Bernstein, Beyrmd Objertivism and Relativism (Philadelphia, l CJR3). 

8. H. Biihme and G. Biihme, Das Andere der Vnnun)i (Frankfurt, lCJR:I), p. 3~6. 

9. See the excursus following lecture \'11. 

10. Biihme and Biihme, /)as Andere rler Verrumji, p. ll. 

11. Ibid., p. 18. 

12. Ibid., p. 19. 

13. \\'hercas Schiller and Hegel want to sec the moral idea of self-legislation realized 
in an aestheticallv reconciled societv or in the totalitv of the context of ethical life, the 
1:\iihmes can sec only the work of disciplinarY power in moral autonomy: "If one 
wanted to envision the inner judicial process conducted in the name of the moral law 
with regard to maxims, one would have to recur to the Protestant examination of 
conscience. which displaced the model of the witch trial into the interiority of humans; 
or better still. go forward into the cool, hvgienic interrogation rooms and the silent, 
elegant computer arsenals of the police gone scicntihc, whose ideal is the categorical 
imperati\'t· - the uninterrupted apprehension and control of everything particular 
and resistant. right into the interioritv of the human being." (Biihme and Biihme, Das 
Awine dn \'enwnjt, p. 349.) ~ 

1-1. Ibid .. p. 1:-1. 

1'i. Ibid., p. :n. 

lti. Karl-Otto Ape!, "Die Logosauszeichnung der mcnschlichen Sprache. Die philoso­
phische Tragwcite der Sprcchaktthcorie" ( l 984), manuscript. 

17. Ernst Tugcndhat. Einfiihmng in die .ljmuhanal>lilche I'hilo.\Ophie (Frankfurt, 1976). 

!H. Albrecht \\'ell mer has shown that the harmonv of a work of art- aesthetic truth, 
as it is called- can bv no means be reduced, wirhout further ado, to authenticitY or 
sinccrin: see his "Truth, Semblance and Reconciliation," Telm ti2(1984/85):1l9-11S. 

19. See the excursus following this lecture. 
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~0.]. H. Hamann, "1\fetakritik iiber den Purismus dcr Vernunft," in .J. Simon, ed., 
Schriften zw Spmdze (Frankfurt, 1967), pp. ~ !3ff. 

21. Karl-Otto A pel, Toward\ a TrawJimnation of Philosophy (London, 1 980), pp. 225fT. 
See also my response to Mary Hesse in .John Thompson and David Held. eds., Haber­
mas: Critical Debates (Cambridge, MA, and London, 1982). pp. 276ff. 

22. K. Heinrich, Verswh iiber die Schwieriglwit nein zu sagen (Frankfurt, 1964), p. 20; sec 
also his l'amzenide.\ und Jona (Frankfurt, 1966). 

23. H. Brunkhorst, "Kommunikat.ive Vernunft und riichende Gcwalt," Sozialwisserz­
schaftliche Litemtur-Rundschau 8/9 (l9R3):7-34. 

Excursus on Cornelius Castoriadis: The Imaginary Institution 

l. Cornelius Castoriadis, L'Institution imaginaire de Ia societl (Paris, 1975). The citations 
arc to the German translation, Gesellschaft aL1 imaginiire Institution. Entwur) einer poli­
tischen Philosophie (Frankfurt 1 984), here p. 31. Citations by page number within the 
text. An English translation is forthcoming: The Imaginary Institution of Society (Cam­
bridge, MA, and Oxford, 1987). 

2. See .Jiirgen Habermas, "Hannah Arendt: On the Concept of Power," in Phi/osophimi­
I'olitical Profile.\ (Cambridge, !\fA, and London, 1983). pp. 171-187. 

3. On this see the title essay in Jiirgen Habennas, Momlbewu.1.1lsein und kommunikatil1es 
Handeln (Frankfurt, 1983), pp. 152ff. 

Lecture XII 
The Normative Content of Modernity 

l. Sec the excursus on leveling the genre distinction between philosophy and literature, 
section IV. 

2. Sec figure 23 in Ji.irgcn Habermas. Theorie de.\ kummunikativen Handelm, volume 2 
(Frankfurt, 1981), p. 217. 

3. I base what follows on the more complete account in ibid., p. 209. 

4. See hgure 22 in ibid., p. 215. 

5. The ideologies that cover up repressed antagonisms can no longer be ascribed to 

the false consciousness of collectives; they arc traced back to patterns of systematically 
distorted, everyday communication. It is here that the external organization of dis­
course exerts a pressure upon the internal organization of discourse that cannot be 
concealed in any other way, and twists it so as to break the internal connections between 
meaning and validity, meaning and intention, and meaning and action. (Compare 
.Ji.irgen Habcrmas, "Uberlegungen zur Kommunikationspathologic." in Vorstudien und 
Erganzungen zur Theorie des kommunikativen Hanclelns [Frankfurt, 1984]. pp. 226 fl.) 
And it is here, in distorted communication, that we can recognize Hegel's bifurcated 
ethical totality and Marx's alienated praxi' as forms of damaged intersubjectivity. 
Foucault's analvses of discourses would also have to be retrieved on this level, by means 
of formal prag~natics. . 

6. Claus Offe, "Work: The Kev Sociological Category?," in Di.1mganizcd Capitalism 
(Cambridge, MA, and Oxford, 1985 ), pp. l2~l-150. 
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7. See the excursus on Luhmann below. 

H. One can understand better that Luhmann, like the critics of reason, stands in the 
Nietzschean line of discipleship, if one reenacts once again, from the perspective of 
the philosophy of the subject, the totali/ation of the simple critique of reason enacted 
by 1'\ietLsche. For this purpose, Dieter Henrich's reflections on fiction and truth arc 
h~lpful. His starting point is the representational context of a cognitiYe subject oper­
ating in a self-relating way, a context that is constituted as necessary, that is valid 
according to its own criteria and is consistent in itself. This context, which is rational 
"for it," may be revealed "for us," external observers. as a fictional world. if it "can be 
described r;ot as knowledge, but merely as instrumental to some mode of effectivE' 
operation," in relation to some context that is prior to it and inaccessible to it. The 
critic doing the unmasking can distance himself from a fictive world only bv confirming 
it as a compellingly constituted context of meaning that is not internallv criticizable 
and is to this extent rational, and by making his own, if not these criteria, then at least 
criteria of rationality in general: "The critical intt'nt can onlv predominate as long as 
rationalitY is ultimately unrestricted in its own de jure claims. Only then can the critique 
of fictions count as the way leading up in the end to a rationalitY free of fictions. But 
this form of critique can also be turned against the whole battery of expectations 
connected with rationality as such .... It [then] becomes a new form of justification 
for the invention of fictions itself." (D. I !enrich, ''Versuch i.iber Fiktion und Wahrheit," 
in Poetik und Hermeneutik, volume 10 [Munich, l9R4J, p. 513.) 

The totalizing critic of ideologv who takes this step without any reservations can no 
longer naively regard his understanding as oriented toward truth. He identifies his 
own conscious life with the productivity and freedom of an underlving, fiction-creating 
life force. At this point, there is a parting of the ways. Either the business of criticism 
is t>xpamled to cover the entirety of a reason inimical to fiction, a reason that, with 
immense criminal energy. represses, excludes, and excoriates whatever could interrupt 
the closed circle of its self-relating subjectivity and give it some distance from itself. 
For this radical critique of reason, valid truths can appear only in the object domain 
-it gets its own crt'dentials from the horizon of the life forces that generate fictions, 
that is, frorn the horizon of aesthetic experience. There is an alternative to this 
aestheticization of a critiqut> pushed to the point of paradox (an acstheticization that 
is generally unacknowledged, even bv its.practitioncrs- right down to Derrida). One 
can continue to think on the level reached by the second stage of the critique of 
1dcologv, hut in a dijferent direction, if one .111rrenders the intention of criticism itself Then 
our interest can be directed in detail to the question of how subjects maintain tht'm­
selves in their original productivity and frt>edom by means of the life-st>rving fictions 
of some self-relatedly constituted world. This investigation enters frontally, as it were, 
mto the dimension opened up by the second reflection, ''the dimension of an occur­
rence that is itself purely factual, but has tht' property of needing the illusion of insight 
lor 1ts continuation" (ibid., p. 514). The object of investigation is no longer a reason 
that rqects fictions, but the poiesis of a life-enhancing self-preservation of subjects who 
hve wah and from their fictions - fictions that, regarckd functionally, can only be 
affirmed. 
. This means at the same time a jwzctionalist affirmation of the v·alidity of truth that 
IS constllutn'e !Cx the reproduction of meaningful lite in general. Precisely this validity 
of truth 111 relation to tht' cognitive perspective of a given subject- no more, but also 
no less - has to be claimed by the very theory that has specialized in such knowledge 
of the reproduction of meaningful lift'. The theory has to understand itself too as a 
product ol the self-enhancing maintenance of a subject that reproduces itself only 
thanks to a fictional world valid for it. Pcrspectivism loses a portion of its horror when 
we do not thereby think of an arbitran subject, but of a highly specialized knowing 
subject trained in self-knowledge. This corresponds, more or less, to the self-applica'­
tlon of systems theory, by which social theory rclativizcs itself as the accomplishment 
of a subsystem of societv assigned to the reduction of complexity. Luhmann takes this 
tack. 
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Luhmann uses the basic concepts of cYbernetics and general systems theory, which 
han· stood up in biologY, to combine the insights of Kant and "iict/S< he in an original 
manner. The world-constituting accomplishments of a transcendental subject that has 
lost its status apart from and above the world and sunk to the level of empirical 
subjects, arc reconct>ptualin·d as the accomplislmtt'nts of a system that operates in a 
meaningful, sclf~rclating w·:n and is capable of liJnning· internal representations of its 
environment. The fiction-creating productivitY of a life-enhancing self-maintenance 
bv subjects, for which tht' difference betwt>en truth and illusion has lost its meaning, 
is rcconceptuali/ed as the self-maintenance of a svstem that makes use of meaning. a 
self-maintenance that masters the complexity of the environment and increases its 
own complcxitv. (See the excursus on Luhmann below.) 

9. Axel Honneth, Kritili dn .\lacht (Frankfurt, I 'Hlii), pp. 214fT., has dr:nn1 my attention 
to this. 

10. i\iklas Luhmann, l'oliti.1che Theurie im \\'ohljaftrl.,s/aa/ (1\lunich, llJHI), pp. 25ff. 

II. 1-!abermas, Thtorit dt.\ kom!llllnikati<'nl Hawltlns, volume 2, chapter H. 

12. See the analyses bv Claus Ofle in "Some Contradictions of the 1\lodern \Velfare 
Statt'," in Contradiction.; of lht 'vVelfare State (Cambridge, 1\IA, and London, 1984), pp. 
147-161. 

13. Luhmann, Po/iti.1che Theorie im Wohlfahn.\laat, p. 22. 

14. Niklas Luhmann, Gesellschaftsstruktur und Semantik, volume 1 (Frankfurt, 1980), 
p. 33. 

15. C. \lathiesst'n, Dw Dickicht der !J•ben,welt (\funich, 1984). 

Hi. I am basing what fi1llows on the title e>.say in my book Dit Nme L'nilbersicht/ichkeit 
(Frankfurt, 19S5). English: "The :\'ew Obscurity," PhilosojJhy and Social Critici.1m 11/ 
:!(Winter 19H6):1-1S. 

17. The considerations concerning a "societal steering theory" by I!. \\'illke, Entzau­
berung des S!aates (Konigstein, 1983), pp. 129fT .. arc interesting above all because the 
author is sufficiently inconsistent to analyze the reciprocal inHuence among autopoetic 
systems in accord with the model of intersubjective understanding. 

18. Compare .Jurgt'n Habcrmas, "Khnnen komplcxe (;esellschaften einc verniinftige 
ldentit:it ausbilclcn)," in lur Rekonstruktion dtcl Hi.1torischen :vtaterialismw (Frankfurt, 
1976), pp. 92fT.; partially translated as "On Social Identity," Telos 19(197,1):91-103. 

Excursus on Luhmann's Appropriation of the Philosophy of the Subject 
through Systems Theory 

l. Niklas Luhmann, Soziale Systmu• (Frankfurt, 1984). The page numbers appearing 
in parentheses in the text of this excursus refer to this volume. 

2. As one accustomed to the same treatment, I realize of course that one does not do 
justice to the richness of the theory when one single-mindedlv broaches it from just 
one angle- but in our context, onlv this aspect is of interest. 

3. "Each self-referential sv·stern has only that contact with the environment which it 
makes P'JSsible itself, alHl,has no envin;nrncnt an siclz." (Luhmann, Sozialt Svsteme, p. 
146.) 
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4. Jiirgen Habcrmas, Knowledge and lfurnan Interests (Boston and London, 1 971), pp. 
4:>fl. 

5. In this respect, Luhmann follows Nietzsche and not the philosophy of the subject. 
Compare abm-c, lecture XII, note H. 

6. Luhmann stresses "that for the humanist tradition the human being stood inside 
the social order and not outside. I Ic was com,idered a component of the social order, 
an clement of society itself. When a human being was called an individual, it was 
because he was an ultimate clement that could not be further divided." (Luhmann, 
Soziale Syslerne, p. 286.) 

7. In Luhmann, the dispositions of normative antihumanism, such as those that mark 
the world of Arnold Gehlen, arc almost completely absent. 

H. Luhmann, Soziale Spleme, p. 142: "Meaning can be tit into a sequence that is rooted 
in vital bodily feeling and then appears as consciousness. But meaning can also be fit 
into a sequence that involves the understanding of others and then appears as 
cotnn1unication." 

9. In a number of passages, Luhmann proceeds from the assumption that psychic 
systems occupv a place in the evolutionary series between organic and social systems, 
that is, that they are genetically "earlier" than social systems. Only psychic systems 
possess consciousness, and persons, as carriers of consciousness, are at the basis of 
social systems (244fT.). This picture comes up especially in contexts where the auto­
catalytic character of social svstems is under consideration. If social order (in David 
Lewis's sense) comes about because one of the solipsistically posited agents breaks 
through the precarious circle of twofold contingency by a one-sided self-determination, 
then we have to postulate persons or "consciousness-carriers" capable of making 
judgments and decisions prior to all participation in social systems - only then does 
the emerging social system set itself off from this "physical-chemical-organic-psychic 
reality" (!70fT.). On the other hand, the two types of system cannot stand on different 
rungs of the evolutionary ladder if both arc supposed to distinguish themselves from 
organic systems in like manner, via the emergent property of processing meaning. 
Thus, in other passages (l4lff.) Luhmann speaks of a coevolution, of the equipri­
mordial development of meaning-processing systems that mutually presuppose each 
other (in their environment) and are based on consciousness, on the one hand, and 
cornnnmication, on the other. 

10. The question of how the prelinguistic meaning can be superordinated even to the 
mtentional structure of consciousness remains open. 
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