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Abstract 
In this paper, I analyze Habermas’s reconstruction of critical theory of 
society and the need for a theory of communicative action. Here, three major 
themes have guided my approach. First, I have tried to define a structure 
within which Habermas’s project to reconstruct a normative groundwork for 
a critical theory of society can be evaluated. Second, I show that Habermas 
constructs an apparent difference between “action oriented to reaching 
understanding” and “action oriented to success” in order to develop his 
next argument, which places communicative actions as the original system of 
integration for the modern social order. Third, I evaluated Habermas’s 
conception of critical theory in relation to its own criteria: that is, practice. 
Here, three major points has been taken into account simultaneously. The 
first point is Habermas’s intention. For Habermas, the relation between 
theory and practice is not artificial, since theory only has a mediated access 
to practice by contributing to practical discourse and reflection. This is why 
Habermas speaks of “the idea of a theory of society conceived with a 
practical intention.”The second point is Habermas’s theoretical approach to 
the problem of practice. Habermas argues that a critical theory, instead of 
trying to direct political action, should offer knowledge from which 
participants in a discourse can draw to help them reaching an 
understanding about their common situation. The third point is the socio-
historical background of Habermas’s critical theory, or what Habermas 
describes as his “psychology of research,” that is to bring back confidence 
to the emancipatory potential of Occidental rationalism.  

Keywords: habermas, communication theory of society, normative 
groundwork, practice, psychology of research, reconstructionist science.
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The theory of communicative action is meant to 
provide an alternative to the philosophy of 
history on which earlier critical theory still 
relied. (Habermas, 1984:396-97) 

 
I. Introduction 
This paper will undertake a threefold task. The first is to illuminate the 
structure within which Habermas’s project to reconstruct a normative 
groundwork for developing a critical theory of society is to be evaluated. I 
argue that it is with the publication of TCA that Habermas recognizes his 
reconstruction of the specific tradition of Critical Theory. I evaluate 
Habermas’s position that the normative conditions of possibility for Critical 
Theory, as Habermas points out in the concluding pages of the first volume 
of his TCA, were indeed in need of renewal.  
The second task is to articulate Habermas’s societal rationalization by means 
of the distinction Habermas makes between “action oriented to reaching 
understanding” and “action oriented to success.” (Habermas, 1984:72)  The 
division Habermas makes between “the rationality of goal-oriented (or in-
strumental) action and the rationality of communicative action … is 
primarily philosophical and conceptual. But the action theories considered 
are all sociological.” (Misgeld, 1983: 435) This division, in the words of 
Cooke, “has been seen as the most fundamental claim of the entire corpus 
that constitutes the work of the later Habermas.” (Cook, 1997: 19) 
The third task is to introduce Habermas’s conception of critical theory as 
practice. A central argument of this paper is that in order to form an 
evaluation of Habermas’s project it is essential to understand how he intends 
his Critical Theory to have an effect in the world. In the approach of the 
early Critical Theory of the first generation, Habermas intends for his theory 
of communicative action to deliver substantive results. In this way Habermas 
renews the substantive or practical element of Critical Theory. 
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II. Habermas’s Communication Theory of Society  
The aim of Habermas’s theory of communicative action is to empower the 
“tired tradition” of Critical Theory: 

I want to maintain that the program of early critical theory 
foundered not on this or that contingent circumstance, but from the 
exhaustion of the model of the philosophy of consciousness. I 
shall argue that a change of model to the theory of communication 
makes it possible to return to the task that was interrupted with the 
critique of instrumental reason; and this will permit us to take up 
once again the since-neglected tasks of a critical theory of society. 
(Habermas, 1984:386)   

Habermas carries out a specific social scientific task in TCA: to develop a 
“social theory concerned to validate its own critical standards.” (Habermas, 
1984: xii)   In the Preface to TCA Habermas also discloses his intended 
primary audience: “I have written this book for those who have a 
professional interest in the foundations of social theory.” (Habermas, 1984: 
xiiv)   However, As Dieter Misgeld puts it: 

in his preface [to TCA], he gives an account of his political and 
critical motives for writing the book. In fact, the work frequently 
returns to these motives, e.g. with the theme of the “colonization of 
the lifeworld.” It is not clear to me how this could be a theme for those 
who only have a “professional” interest in social theory. And given 
Habermas’s critique of the dominance of expert-culture in Vol. II, and 
his proposals for its mediation with the “life-world,” I wonder whether 
he is consistent in emphasizing the “professional” nature of his work. 
This also seems to contradict his emphasis upon the public sphere and 
the contribution which TCA makes to its further socially critical 
conceptualization. (Misgeld, 1985a : 56) 

 
Once equipped with his conception of communicative reason, Habermas 
addresses the advance of the forces of social (anti-modernism), cultural (neo-
Nietzscheanism), and rightist political reactionism (neo-conservatism) in the 
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West German polity. In the very beginning of Volume One of TCA, 
Habermas writes: 

I shall begin (1) with a provisional discussion of the concept of 
rationality, and then (2) place this concept in the evolutionary 
perspective of the rise of modern understanding of the world. After 
these preliminaries, I shall point out the internal connection between 
the theory of rationality and social theory: on the one hand, at the 
metatheoretical level (3) by demonstrating the rationality implications 
of sociological concepts of action current today: on the other hand, at 
the methodological level (4) by showing that similar implications 
follow from approaching the object realm by way of interpretive 
understanding. This argumentation sketch is meant to demonstrate the 
need for a theory of communicative action that arises when we want to 
take up once again, and, in a suitable way, the problematic of societal 
rationalization, which was largely ousted from professional discussion 
after Weber. (Habermas, 1984:7)   

Communicative social actions are to be distinguished from physical actions 
on account of their capability to show meanings.1 Habermas believes that the 
types of action and language are not the same. He writes: “But 
communicative action designates a type of interaction that is coordinated 
through speech acts and does not coincide with them.” (Habermas, 
1984:101)  According to Habermas, communicative actions engage 
“symbolic expressions with which the actor takes up a relation to at least one 
world (but always to the objective world as well).” (Habermas, 1984:96)  Put 
differently, a social action is a combination of understanding, linguistic 
articulation and physical action that is situated in the physical world of self, 
objects, and other social actors: 

Communicative action… is oriented toward reaching an 
understanding... It ultimately aims at reaching consensus … It requires 
the taking into account of intersubjectively recognized claims to 
validity, which are, in principle at least, reciprocally presupposed by 
actors (language users) who enter into relations of communication. 
The rationality of communicative action depends on the relation of 
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particular actions and utterances to these validity claims. There can be 
no sufficiently open relation to them in communication if participants 
in social interaction employing symbolic means, especially language, 
take an objectivating attitude toward one another. They must be able 
to take one another seriously as participants. (Misgeld, 1983: 436) 

The first challenge for Habermas’s theory of communicative action then is to 
make convincingly the argument that language oriented to reaching an 
understanding (communicative actions) is prior to a language use oriented to 
reaching success (strategic actions). In doing so, Habermas is able to develop 
his next argument that puts communicative actions, and not purposive-
rational success orientated actions, as the original system of integration for 
the modern social order. 
Therefore, there is more to Habermas’s thesis on the centrality of the subject 
of rationality to the social sciences than that it is only an issue of a 
disciplinary tradition. Sociology, according to Habermas, does not take in 
hand the issue of rationality merely because this is what sociology always 
has: 

Sociology and sociological theory are singled out as the fields in 
which the rationality of action is addressed in terms of its social 
meaning, its social consequences, and the special place of societies 
apparently committed to pursuing the constant rationalization of social 
relations. Here Habermas’s efforts converge toward a clarification of 
the meaning of rationalization, relying on the distinctions mentioned 
above [the rationality of goal-oriented and the rationality of 
communicative action] to achieve it. (Misgeld, 1983: 435-36) 

According to Habermas, Max Weber’s sociology, which studied the 
“capitalist modernization of society, from the perspectives of rational action, 
rational conduct of life, and rationalized world views,” (Habermas, 1984:7)  
and which commenced the most methodical dealing of the issue of 
rationality for the social sciences, did so in favor of convincing reasons:2 

I would like to defend the thesis that there were compelling reasons 
for Weber to treat the historically contingent question of Occidental 
rationalism, as well as the question of the meaning of modernity and 
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the question of the causes and side effects of the capitalist 
modernization of society, from the perspectives of rational action, 
rational conduct of life, and rationalized worldviews. (Habermas, 
1984:7)    

Habermas’s thesis binds social theory particularly to an investigation of 
those periods in human history when the rationality-bearing potential of 
human language has been released. A “rational” social theory would be 
limited to either an analysis of modernity or the Classic Hellenic period. This 
aporia also shows Habermas’s desire to construct a logical foundation for 
extending Critical Theory’s normative authority beyond the horizons of the 
social, cultural and historical background in which it is produced.  
According to Habermas, the breakdown of Critical Theory and the following 
critique of instrumental reason originate from the “weaknesses in Critical 
Theory [that] can be categorized under the label of normative 
foundations.”(Habermas,1992:98) His theory of communicative action is set 
out to amend this weakness:3 

In this work [TCA], I have tried to introduce a theory of 
communicative action that clarifies the normative foundations of a 
critical theory of society. The theory of communicative action is 
meant to provide an alternative to the philosophy of history on which 
earlier critical theory still relied, but which is no longer acceptable. It 
is intended as a framework within which interdisciplinary research on 
the selective pattern of capitalist modernization can be taken up once 
again. (Habermas, 1984:396-7)   

The problem Habermas refers to is dual. First, the Critical Theory of the first 
generation drew criticism on account of its normative dependence on Marx’s 
philosophy of history. Second, according to Habermas, it is Critical Theory’s 
normative dependence on a philosophy of history that makes possible 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s exaggerated critique of instrumental reason. Van 
den Berg argues that the ambiguity of Adorno and Horkheimer’s dialectical 
process ensures a reduced sphere of practical demand for their critical theory 
of society: 
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This, then, is the fundamental ambiguity, and ultimately the dilemma, 
of critical theory: on the one hand, the Frankfurt philosophers hold 
that there is a higher truth over and above the verifiable “facts” of an 
empiricism which has reduced the quest for reason to the level of a 
mere “value judgment,” and that, Moreover, this higher truth is 
capable of some sort of nonpositivist verification; on the other hand, 
they refuse to unveil that higher truth, or the method of verification, 
fearing that it might become petrified into another elitist, and possibly 
oppressive, dogma. (Van den Berg, 1980:452) 

According to van den Berg, early Critical Theory also is not able to risk 
recognizing “the substance of the practical reason” which grounds their 
critique “for fear of committing the error of idealism.” (Van den Berg, 
1980:450)4 For as he argues, “the critical theorists have also opened 
themselves to attack from the other side for being unscientific, for 
propagating merely a vague commitment to something better.” (Van den 
Berg, 1980:451)  
Critical Theory’s challengers developed the problem of the normative 
conditions of possibility for the task of a critical theory of society as its 
“Achilles heel.” Critical Theory’s limitation on this point undermines 
Habermas. Held writes of the aims Habermas suggests for his assignment: 
“Critical Theory is, therefore, grounded on a normative standard that is not 
arbitrary.” (Held, 1980:345) Misgeld asks  

if the communicative use of language really comes down to the em-
ployment of language for the purpose of formulating arguments 
(giving reasons), one wonders why the recognition of context and 
background knowledge would not lead to a less normative and 
stipulatory conception of argument than the one which Habermas 
favors. (Misgeld, 1983: 438) 

Misgeld himself replies that “Habermas cannot take this route because, of 
course, he has not relinquished the idea that universally normative features 
are built into communicative action from the start.” (Misgeld, 1983: 438) As 
a result, Habermas’s theory of communicative action leads into a theory of 
societal and cultural reproduction. The question, however, is why Habermas 
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would choose sociological theory in order to make his case for a renewed 
form of critical theory more conscious of its critical standards? This is one of 
the most significant questions that Dieter Misgeld addresses in his essay 
“Communication and Societal Rationalization.” The reply simply is that, 
according to Misgeld, Habermas explains his “reconstruction of sociological 
theory and of some of its history” (Misgeld, 1983: 442)  as a “history of 
theory with systematic intent.” (Habermas, 1984:139)  Misgeld argues that 
Habermas might have six reasons to choose the sociological theories for 
reconstructing critical theory: 

1. “Significant” theory constructions having explanatory purposes 
make a problem-oriented approach possible.  
2. The great sociological theorists (whom Habermas compares with 
Freud 
3. and Piaget) still are contemporaries for present-day thought. 
4. Theories of the classical period in sociology “reflect the 
understanding of world and self of social collectives” (Vol. 1: 201). 
5. They can serve as a test for the comprehensive validity of a 
contemporary theory, such as Habermas’s own. 
6. They permit a going back and forth between action theoretical 
concepts, theoretical assumptions, and empirical evidence used for the 
purpose ofillustration. 
7. They help retain the central question: Can capitalist modernization 
be accounted for as a process of one-sided  

According to Misgeld, no one “will be convinced by this list of reasons, that 
the reconstruction of the history of theories is the most fruitful way to 
proceed. And certainly, Habermas does not argue that this is the only way. 
His primary reason for choosing the sociological theories he prefers simply 
is that the problem of rationalization lies at the very centre of their own 
conceptualizations.” (Misgeld, 1983: 442)Misgeld concludes his argument 
that “there is nothing wrong, of course, with choosing the starting points 
Habermas prefers, as long as claims to universality are avoided.” (Misgeld, 
1983: 444)  But the fact is that the issue Habermas deals with in Volume 
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One of TCA concerns the claims made for the universal validity of the 
results or conclusions of social scientific research.  
 
III. An Attempt to Develop a Comprehensive Theory of Societal 
Rationalization: Critical Social Science as a Reconstructionist Science 
As previously outlined in Volume One of TCA Habermas attempts to 
reconstruct Max Weber’s social scientific pattern of how the modern social 
order is comprised and sustained. This reconstruction moves around the 
division Habermas builds between two kinds of rationality 
(“communicative” and “purposive”), and two sorts of social action 
(“communicative” and “strategic”) that each rationality manage. 
For Habermas, a social actor can be considered to be acting on the 
foundation of a form of purposive rationality if he or she estimates what 
tools need to be employed with the purpose of achieving a set of expected 
ends. Weber’s model, Habermas argues, illustrates social action as rational 
action “if the actor satisfies the conditions necessary for realizing his 
intention to intervene successfully in the world.” (Habermas, 1984:11)   By 
this Habermas puts forward that “an actor behaves purposive-rationally 
when he chooses ends from a clearly articulated horizon of values and 
organizes suitable means in consideration of alternative consequences.” 
(Habermas, 1984:11) The actor deliberately sets out on a course of action 
based on the expectation that the consequences of following this calculated 
path would be the achievement of the goal that the actor originally set for 
him or herself. 
Disagreeing with Weber’s model of purposive rational social action, 
Habermas suggests a form of social action related to communicative 
rationality: communicative action. For Habermas, a communicative action is 
the sort of social action that is linguistically harmonized by social actors 
through the process of seeking to reach an understanding: 

the concept of communicative action refers to the interaction of at 
least two subjects capable of speech and action who establish 
interpersonal relations (whether by verbal or by extra verbal means). 
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The actors seek to reach an understanding about the action situation 
and their plans of action in order to coordinate their actions by way of 
agreement. (Habermas, 1984:86)   

In these linguistically reconciled social actions, according to Habermas, in 
seeking to reach an understanding each contributor presumes that the claims 
to validity the other contributor’s speech acts raise can be exchanged by the 
other participant by offering the reasons they hold in support of the speech 
acts they have expressed. (Habermas, 1984:136)  Put differently, Habermas 
locates a type of rationality in the hypothesis held by participants engaged in 
dialogical interaction that reasons can be offered in support of the other 
social actor’s speech acts. (Habermas, 1984:17)   
The identification of a sort of communicative reason in the meaning-
generating structures of human language practices is important to the critical 
drive of Habermas’s whole theory of communicative action. This is 
something Maeve Cooke also highlights in her study of his theory of 
communicative action, titled Language and Reason. This feature of 
Habermas’s theoretical structure remains subsidiary to the development of 
Habermas’s critical theory of society, “and must be seen as part of the 
broader context” (Cooke, 1997: 3): 

Habermas’s analyses of action, meaning, speech acts, etc. are tailored 
to the needs of social theory. Habermas’s main concern is with such 
questions as “How is social action possible?” and (connected with 
this) “How is a social order possible?” These questions must be seen 
as part of an attempt to develop a comprehensive theory of social (in 
the sense of “societal” rationalization; this theory, in turn, is part of a 
critical theory of modernity. (Cooke, 1997: 4-5) 

What Cooke points out is that in the approach of early Critical Theory 
Habermas is intent on reconstructing a sort of philosophically informed 
social theory: a critical social theory. Misgeld argues in the same direction: 

Weber, Durkheim, and Parsons are the authors whom Habermas 
consults, interprets, and challenges in order to introduce the tension 
between purposive (instrumental) rationality and communicative 
rationality...This is not to say that Marx, Lukacs and the Frankfurt 

www.SID.ir

www.SID.ir


Arc
hiv

e 
of

 S
ID

Hossein Mesbahian  45 

 
school theorists do not play a role in the array of theories regarded as 
significant. But their analyses are secondary to the systematic theories 
of modernization produced by the three sociological theorists 
mentioned. (Misgeld, 1983: 441) 

In agreement with Cooke and Misgeld, I also think that the philosophical and 
socio-anthropological sections of Habermas’s theory construction are 
secondary, in a sense, to the demands of his critical social theory. Misgeld 
conceptualizes Habermas’s attempts “to reformulate critical theory” in terms 
of reconstructionist science. By referring to “a theory of speech acts as 
aiming at reaching agreement,” “the formulation of cognitive- theoretical 
claims implicit in ordinary communication and in science,” the claim that 
“one can practice a scientific attitude as an attitude of daily life” and the 
examination of world views in connection with the “forms of rationality and 
an analysis of their representation on the level of institutional structures,” 
Misgeld argues that “I believe that in the end one conception of science 
informs all of these programs: It is that of a reconstructionist science.” 
(Misgeld, 1981b:126-127) To explain this Misgeld clarifies that it is obvious 
that “such a science is not “scientistically” conceived. But it isn’t one that is 
interpretive either.” (Misgeld, 1981b:127) Here Misgeld confirms 
McCarthy’s argument (McCarthy, 1978:357) when he categorizes “Haber-
mas’s project of a critical social science as beginning with interpretive cate-
gories, the self-explication of social actors in ‘prescientific situations’ 
(claims to validity, one can argue) can be identified as implicit in every-day 
course.” (Misgeld, 1981b: 127) Misgeld argues that this is Habermas’s claim 
and it is simply uncertain, “what the “status” of that implicitness is — and if 
such claims can be unambiguously identified as implicit. But right away 
theoretical categories are introduced among the interpretive ones.” (Misgeld, 
1981b: 127) Misgeld concludes his argument that a reconstructionist science, 
therefore: 

operates with the assumption that the interpretive fore-knowledge of 
social actors is not very far apart from the basic categorical schemata, 
in terms of which tacit fore-knowledge is made explicit. This making 
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explicit does not put that interpretively given fore-knowledge into 
question which serves as its data-base. (Misgeld, 1981b: 127) 

In another essay, Misgeld provides more explanations and clarifications of 
Habermas’s critical social theory in terms of the conception of 
reconstructionist science. This conception, according to Misgeld, is “neither 
purely explanatory in the sense of a causally explanatory empirical science 
nor interpretive, as the “hermeneutic” orientation sometimes claimed by the 
author might suggest”: (Misgeld, 1981a: 585) 

 A “reconstructionist” science identifies and describes fundamental 
systems of rules by relying on interpretively generated or “intuitively” 
preunderstood data. It is applied to the reconstruction of the compe-
tence to raise validity claims (communicative competence) in the 
employment of speech acts (Habermas calls this reconstruction “uni-
versal pragmatics”). It is also applied to the reconstruction of 
structures of moral reasoning and of the corresponding identity forma-
tions of the person as developmental processes. In the latter case, 
existing theories provide “formal conditions for a developmental 
logic”5 ( p.  78) that can be integrated into an action theoretic 
framework. They lack as yet, according to Habermas, an identification 
of the relevant causal mechanisms to accomplish this. (Misgeld, 
1981a: 585) 

Essential to the construction of Habermas’s substitute social scientific model 
in TCA is the idea that communicative rationality and the communicative 
action this rationality coordinates assume a “natural” precedence in the 
formative processes of social integration in the modern period. Habermas 
moves down the Weberian model’s emphasis upon purposive-rationality6 
and the instrumental/strategic mode of action this type of rationality 
coordinates. In its place, he promotes communicative actions coordinated by 
a form of communicative rationality as the central integrating mechanism of 
the modern social order: (Habermas, 1984:288)   

Basically, one could say that Habermas has “translated” the project of 
critical theory of society from the conceptual framework of a 
philosophy consciousness, geared to a subject-object model of 
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cognition and action, into the conceptual framework of a theory of 
language and of communicative action. This basic move enabled 
Habermas to distinguish categorically between types of rationality and 
of action- in particular between instrumental and communicative 
rationality and action – which for conceptual reasons neither Marx, 
nor Weber, nor Adorno and Horkheimer could clearly keep separate 
from each other. (Wellmer, 1985: 51) 

This revision is planned to work for Habermas in three consistent ways. 
First, by reconfiguring Weber’s analysis of modernity that was taken over by 
Horkheimer and Adorno via Georg Lukacs Habermas can reduce the 
consistency of their critique. As Wellmer argues: 

Against Horkheimer and Adorno Habermas shows that the idea of 
rational organization of society, i.e., an organization of society which 
would be based on a free agreement among it’s members is-in 
however, distorted a form  - already recognized in the democratic 
institutions, the legitimacy  principles and the self interpretations of 
modern industrial societies; for this reason alone a critical analysis of 
modern societies can share a common normative ground with its 
object of analysis and can be assumed the form of an immanent 
critique. (Wellmer, 1985: 52) 

In doing so, Habermas seeks to ease the impact of Horkheimer and Adorno’s 
analyses on the contemporary societies.7 Second, by grounding the 
normative authority of the critical-emancipatory project on the foundation of 
his post-metaphysical conception of communicative reason, Habermas can 
restore an efficacy to the tradition of Critical Theory. In this way, Habermas 
recovers a secured means with which to face up to the challenge posed to the 
project of modernity in West Germany by the dangerous cultural and 
political influence of neo-conservatism, the reactionary anti-modernist 
critiques of progress emanating from the counter-culture movement, and the 
skeptical undermining critiques of reason issuing from the Neo-Nietzschean 
and poststructuralist camp.  Peter Hohendahl explains this point as follow: 

 For the plan of his own project, on the other hand, the confrontation 
with the poststructuralist interpretation of Nietzsche, particularly that 
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of Foucault, has become more crucial. The reason for this turn is as 
follows: Since Habermas has consistently maintained that Lukacs’ 
solution to the problem of reification is no longer viable, the defense 
of rationalism has become at the same time more difficult and more 
urgent. If Foucault’s critique of reason is correct, Habermas’ own 
theory of communicative action built on rational consensus through 
speech acts is in jeopardy. The skepticism of Foucault’s genealogical 
history is a position that Habermas has to challenge in order to secure 
the viability of rational discourse. (Hohendahl ,1985: 16) 

Third, by resting the normative conditions of possibility for Critical Theory 
on the basis of communicative reason, Habermas’s critical theory of society 
appears to be insulated from the kind of dialectical inversion Adorno and 
Horkheimer demonstrate has afflicted the critical-emancipatory project in 
the past and interrupted this project in the present. Rationality in this context 
is a contribution to both control and liberation.  
 
IV. Habermas’s Critical Theory of Society and the Dilemma of Practice  
A pointed criticism raised in opposition to Habermas’s reconstructed Critical 
Theory in TCA is that it ignores or leaves out a practical moment. Dieter 
Misgeld, for example,8 in his essay “Critical Hermeneutics versus 
Neoparsonianism?,” which “highlights the critique of system theory…from a 
hermeneutics perspective,” (Rasmussen , 1990: 49) argues that critical social 
knowledge is knowledge gained in the lifeworld as part of a practical-moral 
context of reasoning, and that nothing is to be gained by resorting to the 
basically cybernetic concepts of systems theory: 

this particular criticism is important because it raises the question 
whether we need a theory of history in its entirety (the theory of social 
evolution) in order to defend a normative and tentatively held 
commitment to social emancipation from experienced forms of defeat, 
humiliation and extreme impoverishment and renunciation. Thus, my 
critique suggests the conjecture that Emancipation is a practical-moral 
concept belonging within the context of the reasoning we do about the 
society all the time at the same time as living in it. It cannot be made 
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stronger by way of a theory, which puts the society before us in its 
entirety. (Misgeld, 1985: 68-69) 

Accordingly, Rasmussen argues that Misgeld develops a more radical 
perspective on Habermas’s social systems turn. Misgeld, according to 
Rasmussen, believes that “Habermas’s incorporation of systems theory 
eliminates a critical theory of society because it cuts the Gordian knot 
between theory and practice.” (Rasmussen , 1990: 49) 
In agreement with Misgeld, my argument is that something of a deadlock 
appears from Habermas’s plan to reconstruct a practical normative authority 
for the task of a critical theory of society. At the substantive or practical 
level, as Misgeld argues, Habermas’s critical theory is less than successful in 
providing a convincing or adequately persuasive alternative to their 
powerfully argued critique. Roderick explains this point as follows:  

On the crucial question for the early Frankfurt school of relation of 
theory to practice, however, Habermas’s position has certainly 
softened since his earlier works (Knowledge and Human Interests, 
Theory and Practice). In Habermas’s view, both our confidence in 
revolutionary struggle and our theoretical self-certainty have lapsed as 
a result of historical and theoretical developments. Without theoretical 
certainty to guide practice, their distance must grow although 
Habermas has not totally given up developing a new approach to this 
old Frankfurt problem. (Roderick , 1986: 20) 

In the closing section of the second volume of TCA Habermas sets out, 
though does not explain it in detail, a future research scheme, on the 
foundation of his theory of communicative action. (Habermas, 1987:383-
403)9 What Habermas does in TCA is to propose the shape that a critical 
practice based on his theory of communicative action should assume: 

A theory developed in this way can no longer start by examining 
concrete ideals immanent in traditional forms of life. It must orient 
itself to the range of learning processes that is opened up at a given 
time by a historically attained level of learning. It must refrain from 
critically evaluating and normatively ordering totalities, forms of life 
and cultures, and life-contexts and epochs as a whole. And yet it can 

www.SID.ir

www.SID.ir


Arc
hiv

e 
of

 S
ID

50 A New Critical Theory? Habermas and the Search for the Normative … 

 

take up some of the intentions for which the interdisciplinary research 
program of earlier critical theory remains instructive. (Habermas, 
1987:383) 

For Habermas, the relation between theory and practice is neither easy nor 
straightforward, since theory gains only a mediated access to practice by 
contributing to practical discourse and reflection. This is why Habermas 
speaks of “the idea of a theory of society conceived with a practical 
intention,” (Habermas, 1977: 40) and characterizes his work as a 
contribution to “a social science which should be capable of a critical 
analysis of late capitalism with practical consequences.” (Habermas, 1974: 
57) Elsewhere in TCA Habermas deepens his conception of the critical focus 
of his theory of communicative action. He argues that 

a theory of capitalist modernization developed by means of a theory of 
communicative action [....] is critical of the reality of developed 
societies inasmuch as they do not make full use of the learning 
potential culturally available to them, but deliver themselves over to 
an uncontrolled growth of complexity. (Habermas, 1987:375) 

The target of such a critical theory in practice, according to Habermas, is to 
repair the fragments of a culturally exhausted “everyday consciousness.” 
(Habermas, 1987:355) In TCA Habermas rejects common Marxian 
conceptions of theory and practice. He condemns what he terms the 
“scattered traces of revolutionary consciousness.” (Habermas, 1987:355-6) 
As a substitute, a critical theory of communicative action would reform the 
communicative foundations of social life under the conditions of advanced 
modernity. (Habermas, 1987:356) 
Regardless of Habermas’s declared intentions, his theory of communicative 
action has infrequently been assessed “in terms of its ability to foster a 
program of applied critical social research.” (Parkin, 1996: 438)  10 It most 
often is evaluated as if it were claimed that it constituted in and of it itself a 
complete and self-contained critical theory of society. Nevertheless, it must 
be mentioned that “neither Habermas nor his supporters claim that he has 
provided a comprehensive, empirically supported critical theory of society.” 
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(Parkin, 1996: 426) As Forester notes, “the claim is rather that Habermas’s 
work makes such critical and empirical sociological analysis possible.” 
Forester continues:  

The significance of Habermas’s work is . . . to allow us to assess 
what social actors do in variously structured situations. Thus, for 
example, Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action does not 
present an empirically descriptive structural phenomenology rather it 
makes such critical research efforts possible in diverse contexts of 
public, and indeed private life. (Forester, 1985: xviii in Parkin, 1996: 
438)   

On this basis,  as Parkin argues , one should look beyond the two volumes of 
The Theory of Communicative Action and consider the quality and the 
character of the applied research that it has guided, in order to give due 
consideration to the nature of Habermas’s contribution to critical theory. 
(Parkin, 1996: 426)   
Habermas’s theory of communicative action reacts to two main issues. 
Broadly, his theory of communicative action is involved in what he 
understands as the crisis in reproducing the legitimacy invested in the 
institutions of social governance in the West German state. For Habermas, 
this legitimacy is challenged by an unholy association of post-modernist and 
anti-modernist cultural tendencies, together with neo-conservative political 
forces that articulate a complementary form of pre-modernist cultural 
ideology.11 Indeed, the movement of neo-conservative cultural and political 
forces to centre stage also threatens the integrity and continued viability of 
the project of modernity in West Germany: 

The tense German political situation, which was becoming more and 
more like a pogrom following Schreyer’s kidnapping in 1977, drove 
me out of the theoretical ivory tower to take a political stand. For the 
first time I took seriously neo-conservative ideologies, which had 
become fashionable since about 1973... I attempted to clarify the 
concept of modernity implicit in these considerations, and the 
departure from modernity, a departure from radical democracy and the 
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Enlightenment - those ideas that had given rise to the Federal 
Republic. (Habermas, 1992: 106) 

Accordingly, Habermas’s theory of communicative action is intended to 
bring back confidence in “those ideas which had given rise to the Federal 
Republic.” (Habermas, 1992: 106) The two sets of intertwined social 
phenomena identified above comprise the socio-historical background to 
what Habermas describes as his “psychology of research.”12 Both sets of 
phenomena represent, in Habermas’s eyes, reactions against the “heritage of 
what Weber calls Western rationalism.” (Habermas, 1992: 107) The neo-
conservative ideologies rely upon “a robust post-modernism with curiously 
regressive characteristics.” (Habermas, 1992: 107)  The social, political and 
cultural critique manifest in the student protest and counter-culture 
movements is achieved “mostly by summoning up anti-modernist emotions.” 
(Habermas, 1992: 107)  What Habermas perceives as risked at the time he 
constructs his theory of communicative action is the continued viability of 
the easily broken democratic culture of West Germany. Habermas writes: 
“My fear is simply that the two competing and conflicting syndromes are 
racing toward the destruction of all that I consider deserves to be saved in 
the substance of western traditions and inspirations.” (Habermas, 1992: 107) 
This fear for Habermas appeared in the series of events now known as the 
German Autumn.13 Habermas describes it thus: “After the Schleyer14 
kidnapping the politicians and the media…tore down the barriers of the 
political culture which had been so arduously built up during the first two 
decades after the war.” (Habermas, 1992: 87) My point is that in order to 
fully understand the development of Habermas’s theory of communicative 
action it is necessary to place it next to the socio-historical and cultural 
background of the period in which it was considered. In fact as Misgeld 
mentions in an interview, one always has to situate the differences between 
the different philosophers in their time, and in relation to the issues, they 
faced:  

If you include in particularism a preoccupation with exclusive ethnic 
identity or religious exclusion (although that was not a part of 
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Nazism) or racism, the kind that Nazism propagated, then one 
understands what is meant. So Habermas sees liberation in the 
emergence of the universal structures of consciousness, universal 
normative systems institutions that can accommodate them, in proper 
balance with other kinds of institution, and he works very hard to 
explain this and often does so very well. (Misgeld, Forthcoming 
2011:76) 

Habermas’s theory of communicative action is a product of his fears. It is his 
version of Critical Theory, and in more than one way his fears force him to 
confront Horkheimer and Adorno’s critique of instrumental reason. Misgeld 
even believes that when Habermas gives modernity much profile, 

He is driven, sometimes obsessively, by trying to undo the conditions 
that led to Nazism. When he thinks of modernity he thinks of 
universal structures, for example universal human rights, some sort of 
moral prescription that has a universal form. He thinks of 
communication structures that can spread around the globe. He thinks 
of types of discourse, scientific, artistic and so on, which as he puts it 
imply or include at least a possibility of raising universal claims to 
validity. (Misgeld, Forthcoming 2011:77) 

This point is made even clearer when Habermas discusses the role of his 
ideal speech situation in his pre-TCA theory construction: “I need the ideal 
speech situation in order to reconstruct the normative foundations of a 
Critical Theory.” (Misgeld, Forthcoming 2011:77) Put differently, Habermas 
requires a Critical Theory with safe and sound normative foundations so that 
he can confront the attack on what he calls the heritage of Western 
rationalism carried out to some extent by Horkheimer and Adorno’s thesis 
on the dialectic of Enlightenment: 

One should not imagine the ideal speech situation as a Utopian model 
for an emancipated society. I use it only to reconstruct the concept of 
reason, that is, a concept of communicative reason, which I would like 
to mobilize against Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of 
Enlightenment. (Misgeld, Forthcoming 2011:77) 
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This is a concept of reason that for Habermas had been allowed to “shrivel 
down to the ‘unreason’ of mimesis.” (Misgeld, Forthcoming 2011:92) In this 
‘shriveled’ state, Critical Theory is of little assistance to Habermas in 
warding off the double forces of conservatism that he perceives as 
threatening the democratic/universalist aspirations of West German life.  
Once critical theory, as Parkin argues, drops all promise to connect theory 
and practice, it comes to an end in accordance with “its own criteria, to be 
critical theory. A critical theory, by definition, is one that is not satisfied 
with producing interpretations that can be accepted as valid by professionals 
(academics and other intellectuals) participating in a theoretical 
discourse.”(Parkin, 1996: 429) Critical theory needs to go further by 
providing explanations that can be “drawn upon by those who live the reality 
that is being investigated. Indeed, it is for this reason that Misgeld stresses 
the importance of the critical theorists’ involvement with, rather than 
removal from, the practices of real communities.” (Misgeld, 1987:17715 
Misgeld’s argument is that at some point “a dialogue between critical 
theorists and those whom their work addresses ultimately must be 
developed.” (Parkin, 1996: 430)   Ben Agger explains this dialogical 
approach to critical theoretical research as follows:  

Within such a dialogue, citizens teach intellectuals about their own 
phenomenological experience of alienation-the generative themes of 
their own quotidian subordination-at the same time as intellectuals 
reconstruct that knowledge theoretically and return it to the people in 
the form of a structural analysis of the lynchpins of their alienation 
and possible liberation. ( Ben Agger, 1991:99 in Parkin, 1996: 430)  

In the absence of such a dialogue, critical theorists would relate to those 
researched more as objects of study than as subjects participating in a 
process of Enlightenment to which critical theory can contribute. As 
Habermas himself has argued, a social theory that takes on a monological 
form “is no longer capable of essentially relating to praxis, but merely to 
goal-directed purposive action guided by social-technical 
recommendations.” (Habermas, 1977: 3, in Parkin, 1996: 430)   Thus, it 
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becomes apparent that if critical theory is supposed to make a contribution to 
practical discourse, “the relationship between researcher and researched at 
some point must be structured dialogically or communicatively.” (Parkin, 
1996: 430)   
 
V. Conclusion 
In this paper, I have briefly discussed three major themes in Habermas’s 
reconstruction of critical theory. First, I have tried to clarify the structure 
within which Habermas’s project, to reconstruct a normative groundwork for 
constructing a critical theory of society, is to be evaluated. I have evaluated 
Habermas’s argument that the normative conditions of possibility for Critical 
Theory were in need of renewal. I also have discussed the argument of 
Habermas’s critics that the problem of the normative conditions of 
possibility for the task of a critical theory of society is in fact the Achilles 
heel of Habermas’s renewal of Critical Theory. 
Second, I have tried to show that Habermas constructs an apparent 
difference between “action oriented to reaching understanding” (Habermas, 
1984:72) and “action oriented to success,” (Habermas, 1984:72) in order to 
develop his next argument that puts communicative actions as the original 
system of integration for the modern social order. In doing so, Habermas 
employs sociological approaches to show the centrality of the subject of 
rationality to the communicative action theory. By referring to Habermas’s 
theory of action oriented to reaching understanding and his examination of 
world views in relationship with the types of rationality, I have concluded 
my argument that the conception of science which informs all aspects of 
Habermas’s programs is that of what Dieter Misgeld calls a 
‘reconstructionist science.’ 
Third, I have evaluated Habermas’s conception of critical theory in relation 
to critical theory’s own criteria: that is practice. I have argued that in order to 
evaluate Habermas’s project it is essential to take three major points into 
account simultaneously. The first point is Habermas’s intention. For 
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Habermas, the relation between theory and practice is neither easy nor 
straightforward, since theory gains only a mediated access to practice by 
contributing to practical discourse and reflection. This is why Habermas 
speaks of “the idea of a theory of society conceived with a practical 
intention.” (Habermas, 1977: 40) On this basis, as Parkin argues, one should 
look beyond the two volumes of The Theory of Communicative Action and 
consider the quality and character of the applied research that it has guided 
in order to give due consideration to the nature of Habermas’s contribution 
to critical theory. (Parkin, 1996: 426)    The second point is Habermas’s 
theoretical approach to the problem of practice.  
I have argued, with the help of Andrew Parkin, that in place of trying to 
direct political action Habermas argues that a critical theory should offer 
knowledge upon which participants in discourse can draw to help them in 
the process of reaching understandings among themselves about their 
common situation. The third point is the socio-historical background of 
Habermas’s critical theory, or what Habermas describes as his “psychology 
of research” that is to bring back confidence to the emancipatory potential of 
Occidental rationalism. Indeed, the theoretical and practical purposes of 
Habermas’s theory of communicative action are pointed out in the Preface to 
Volume One of TCA, in which he asserts that his critical task is to present “a 
theory of modernity that explains the type of social pathologies that are 
today becoming increasingly visible.”16 (Habermas, 1984: xliii)   
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End Notes: 

1. Habermas continues: “A bodily movement is an element of an action but not an 
action.”  (Habermas. 1984 :97)   
2. McCarthy writes: “Habermas wants to argue that this is no historical accident that 
any sociology that aspires to a general theory of society has to confront the 
rationality problematic on all three levels.” (McCarthy,1995: xiv) 
3. Axel van den Berg’s article “Critical Theory: Is There Still Hope?” (1980) gives 
an outstanding - if not overly unsympathetic, and even harsh - critical argument of 
the first stage of Habermas’s plan to provide a normative authority for the tradition 
of Critical Theory prior to the publication of the TCA. Rick Roderick’s Habermas 
and the Foundations of Critical Theory. Macmillan, 1986, presents a similarly 
professional and more sympathetic investigation of Habermas’s later reconstruction 
of Critical Theory’s normative foundation. 
4. Falling into idealism also, according to van den Berg, exposes Critical Theory to 
the charge of moral elitism and dogmatism. See further, Ibid.: 449-54.  
5. Here Misgeld refers to Habermas. Jurgen. Communication and the Evolution of 
Society, Translated by Thomas McCarthy. Boston: Beacon Press, 1979,  p. 78. 
6. Misgeld argues that “Purposive rational action, the action of intervening in the 
world in order to achieve a purpose with a minimum of effort and with optimal 
results”, “is regarded as fundamental for social action” (Vol. 2: 503) by Weber (and 
later by Parsons). This is a mistake. It had already been partially overcome by 
Horkheimer and Adorno with the notion of a more comprehensive rationality. But 
the implications of the model of purposive action, and its contrast with even the 
most cursorily recognized features of communicative action, the action oriented 
toward reaching understanding, had been worked out with more clarity by either 
Weber, Durkheim, or Parsons, than by Marx, Lukacs, or Horkheimer/Adorno.” 
(Misgeld, 1983 : 441) 
7. See :( Rasmussen, 1990: 24) 
8. See also: Benhabib, Seyla. “Modernity and the Aporias of Critical Theory.” Telos, 
no. 49 (1981):39-59.In the context of discussing these same issues, Andrew Parkin 
suggests that “Habermas’s theory has even been characterized as a philosophy that is 
at peace with itself, and thus the very antithesis of a critical theory in the sense 
intended by Horkheimer.” (Parkin, 1996 :417) However, Matustik argues for the 
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persistence of a critical social motif in Habermas’s overall architectonic. Matustik, 
Martin. Jurgen Habermas: A Philosophical-Political Biography, Lanham, Md.: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2001.:218-35. 
9. Parkin argues “Habermas’s theory of communicative action has rarely been 
assessed in terms of its ability to foster a program of applied critical social 
research.” (Parkin, 1996 :425). 
10. Parkin argues that “Only one of the major English language collections of 
articles that focus on Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action contains 
contributions that seriously address the question of the type of applied research that 
it has generated, or might potentially generate. (Parkin, 1996 :438) 
11. See Further: Habermas. Jurgen. “Modernity versus Post-Modernity,” trans. S. 
Benhabib, New German Critique 22, winter 1981:3-14. 
12. Habermas also writes that his theory of communicative action is moved by an 
insight into the “origins” of the post-Second World War social protest and 
withdrawal movements: “for the first time I felt I better understood the meaning of 
the new potentials for protest, the new movements with which I had no intrinsic 
connection.” (Habermas.1992: 106) 
13. The “German Autumn” refers to the public and politically-orchestrated campaign 
to proscribe West German intellectuals and academics who were deemed to be 
sympathetic to or inspirational for the student protest movements and the radical 
left-wing groups operating in the FDR: “I remember the autumn of 1977, when the 
‘League for Freedom in Science’ made public a list of names of university teachers, 
who were denounced,  in phantasy  terms,  as being  liable  to  establish links  with 
the  terrorist underground.” (Habermas.1992: 134). 
14. Hanns-Martin Schleyer (May 1 1915 – October 18 1977) "was a German 
manager and employer and industry representative, being the head of the two 
influential organizations Confederation of German Employers' Associations (BDA) 
and Federation of German Industries (BDI). While serving both functions, he was 
kidnapped on 5 September, 1977 by the extreme-left terrorist organisation Red 
Army Faction (RAF) and murdered one and a half months later after the German 
government did not give in to RAF's demands. The abduction and murder are 
commonly seen as the climax of the RAF insurgency in Germany (German 
Autumn). In the Third Reich, Schleyer had been a mid-ranking SS officer. In World 
War II, he had first served at the Western Front and, after an accident, been 
deployed as an adviser to a German economist in one of the territories occupied by 
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Nazi Germany. In post-war Germany, Schleyer joined the conservative party CDU." 
http://en.academic.ru/dic.nsf/enwiki/361731 
15. See also : (Misgeld,1986: 362-65) and  (Parkin, 1996 :429-30) 
16. Habermas’s discussion of the social pathologies of modernity comes from within 
the heritage of traditional critical and social theory, as well as from the more 
immediate context of what Habermas calls the crisis of legitimacy (Ibid,  p. xlii.), 
which - he argues - began to afflict Western societies. 
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