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Jürgen Habermas is one of the most important German philosophers 
and social theorists of the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
century . His work has been compared in scope with Max Weber’s, 
and in philosophical breadth to that of Kant and Hegel.

In this much-needed introduction Kenneth Baynes engages with the 
full range of Habermas’s philosophical work, addressing his early 
arguments concerning the emergence of the public sphere and his 
initial attempt to reconstruct a critical theory of society in Knowledge and 
Human Interests. He then examines one of Habermas’s most influential 
works, The Theory of Communicative Action, including his controversial 
account of the rational interpretation of social action. Also covered is 
Habermas’s work on discourse ethics, political and legal theory, as well 
as his views on the relation between democracy and constitutionalism, 
and arguments concerning human rights and cosmopolitanism.

The final chapter assesses Habermas’s role as a polemical and 
prominent public intellectual and his criticism of postmodernism in 
The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, in addition to his more recent 
writings on the relationship between religion and democracy.

Habermas is an invaluable guide to this key figure in contemporary 
philosophy, and suitable for anyone coming to his work for the first time.

Kenneth Baynes is Professor of Philosophy at Syracuse University, USA. 
He works primarily in social and political philosophy, with a special focus 
in critical theory and modern and contemporary German philosophy. He 
is a co-editor of After Philosophy: End or Transformation? and Discourse and Democracy, 
and the author of The Normative Grounds of Social Criticism: Kant, Rawls and Habermas.
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One
Life and works 

Jürgen Habermas is arguably the most widely recognized and 
influential philosopher of the last half-century. He is often associated 
with the tradition of critical theory known as the “Frankfurt 
School”—which also included Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, 
and Herbert Marcuse—but his philosophical contributions extend 
far beyond that origin in both their content and influence. His work 
reaches into a number of disciplines beyond philosophy—including 
sociology, legal and political theory, and cultural and media studies, 
and no other prominent philosopher has so actively entered into 
exchange and debate with others—from Adorno, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, and Michel Foucault to Richard Rorty, Robert Brandom, 
and John Rawls (to mention only a few). His work also addresses 
some of the most pressing and difficult philosophical questions—
from more abstract topics such as the nature and limits of human 
knowledge, the relation between agency and social structure, or the 
impact of modern science and technology on our mundane self-
understanding to more immediately practical concerns about the 
relation between human rights and democracy, the value of 
toleration and multiculturalism, and the prospects for a 
“postnational” democracy. Finally, more than any other 
contemporary philosopher, Habermas has been a highly active 
public intellectual engaged in a wide range of political and social 
debates for more than sixty years.

The breadth and scope of his work—not to mention the vast 
amount—make the task of an introduction especially challenging. 
Many interesting aspects will have to be omitted or only mentioned 
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briefly. A central aim of this book is to identify and develop in some 
detail the deeper philosophical perspective and commitments that 
unify his work, while at the same time giving greater attention to 
some of the topics on which Habermas has made significant 
contributions. Of course, even to claim that his work contains an 
underlying unity might seem controversial as his work has 
undergone substantial change over the years. Some of his earliest 
writings were inspired by his study of Heidegger in the early 1950s. 
These were soon overshadowed by a much longer period in which 
Marx (and the wider Hegelian–Marxist tradition of critical theory) 
engaged his thought. The publication of his magnum opus, The 
Theory of Communicative Action, marks another period in his career, one 
that might be described as more Weberian and in which his 
conception of social theory initially looks more “traditional” than 
“critical.” Finally, some have discerned a more “liberal” and 
“Kantian” turn with the publication of Between Facts and Norms and 
works since then. Others have suggested that a similar shift from 
radicalism to liberalism can be found in his political views as well.1 

Nonetheless, despite the changes in Habermas’s philosophical 
positions—often directly in response to criticism of his earlier 
work—there is a remarkable and quite deep continuity to his work. 
For example, his relatively early engagement with both Heidegger 
and Marx importantly shaped his general understanding of 
philosophy and helps to explain his deep pragmatist convictions. 
More importantly, a career-long engagement with the work of Kant 
and Hegel has shaped his view that philosophy cannot be replaced 
by science even though it must remain in a more cooperative 
relationship with it. Habermas has recently described his position as 
a form of “Kantian pragmatism” (TJ, 8, 30; Aboulafia et al. 2002, 
223). But this particular conception of philosophy can already be 
found in Knowledge and Human Interests where he refers to it as 
“transcendental pragmatism” and it informs his other work as well. 
In fact, the present study will make his Kantian pragmatism a 
guiding theme. Though, as we shall see, Habermas incorporates 
much from the Hegelian and Marxist critique of transcendental 
philosophy, he preserves a deep Kantian intuition in his belief that 
we cannot know reality an sich (or in-itself) and that knowledge is 
limited to the “human standpoint” (Longuenesse). At the same time 
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a transcendental element is found in his belief that philosophy 
cannot be replaced by one or another of the empirical sciences and 
that one of its primary tasks involves a distinctive type of reflection 
on the “conditions of possibility” of our human practices and 
activities (including scientific activity) (BNR, 27; Hammer 2007). 

Like Kant, Habermas maintains that there are a priori “world-
disclosing” or “world-constituting” features of knowledge and 
action that cannot directly become the object of empirical inquiry 
precisely because they constitute conditions of possibility for such 
inquiry (TJ, 21). He shares this perspective with many other 
philosophers including, notably, Heidegger and Wittgenstein.2 
What importantly distinguishes his view from some others is his 
claim that transcendental (or world-disclosing) knowledge is not 
immune to criticism or revision as a result of “inner-worldly” 
learning (or knowledge acquired under those world-disclosing 
conditions) (TJ, 34; PDM, 319–320). In contrast to Kant then (for 
whom transcendental and empirical knowledge are sharply 
distinguished) the relation between world-disclosing knowledge 
and inner-worldly learning is more fluid—even if the former cannot 
become an explicit object of knowledge they can be altered or 
modified through cognitive achievements that take place in the 
world. For this reason one must also allow for the notion of an 
historical a priori (Foucault) or relative a priori (Putnam) as well—
world-disclosing knowledge can and does change though not 
obviously at will. Finally, and here his pragmatist commitments are 
especially visible, Habermas insists on the priority of “knowing 
how” over “knowing that” or, in different words, on the priority of 
social practices (or the lifeworld) over any explicit (or theoretical) 
knowledge about those practices (PT, 43, 49). Robert Brandom 
refers to this as “fundamental pragmatism” and Habermas shares 
this view not only with Brandom, but Heidegger, Wittgenstein, 
Rorty and many others (Brandom 2011, 9).

The distinctive features of Habermas’s Kantian pragmatism will 
thus have to be located in the more specific claims he makes about 
his version of this fundamental pragmatism. As we shall see in later 
chapters, these primarily have to do with the various idealizations 
that Habermas claims are “built into” our social practices: 
idealizations about an objective world, accountable agents, and 
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demanding validity-claims (for example, about truth and moral 
rightness) (TJ, 87). These aspects of Habermas’s Kantian pragmatism 
will be discussed in subsequent chapters, especially in Chapter 4 
where I explore it in greater detail. At this point, I want to describe 
another longstanding and broadly Kantian dimension to his work 
by considering how his central concept of communicative action 
addresses a perennial topic in philosophy (I). The introduction will 
then conclude with a brief biographical sketch (II).

I. Communicative action and the “manifest image” 
of the person

A question that has been at the center of Habermas’s thought 
throughout his career concerns the impact of the rise of modern 
science on our self-understanding as human beings. At one level, this 
is especially evident in his early essays where he criticized various 
attempts to apply the methods and insights of modern science and 
technology more or less directly within the domain of politics. In 
what was referred to at the time as the “technocracy thesis” the 
ambition was to replace the classical conception of politics with its 
orientation to a notion of the common good and a set of political 
virtues with a “science of politics” that offered a more somber 
assessment of human nature and human motivation.3 Hobbes is an 
obvious inspiration here; but Joseph Schumpeter and the economic 
model of democracy are important later influences. It becomes a form 
of ideology when it is widely accepted as an acceptable way to conduct 
politics (TRS, chap. 6). Without advocating a simple retention of the 
classical model, Habermas nevertheless criticized the idea that modern 
science and technology could simply replace a notion of politics that 
still held to the idea of citizens deliberating collectively about their 
common good. The technocracy thesis—in the sense of (generally 
accepted) rule by a scientifically and technologically informed elite—
would mean an end to democracy as it had been previously understood 
(see Specter 2010, 96). Many of his more occasional writings on 
politics and educational reform from this period also addressed this 
theme (see especially TRS; Moses 2007, 207f.).

But the rise of modern science, especially when understood to 
entail a naturalistic description of the world, also challenged human 
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self-understanding at an even more profound level. In what the 
American philosopher Wilfrid Sellars described as a “clash” between 
the “scientific” and the “manifest” image of humans, a naturalistic 
world view threatens a conception of ourselves as centers of personal 
experience and agents who are capable of acting on the basis of their 
deliberative choices (Sellars 1963, 38). It also threatens our self-
understanding as accountable or responsible actors. The claim that 
science is incompatible with this “folk psychological” understanding 
has many versions depending on the particular science under 
consideration (from behaviorism to evolutionary psychology to 
neurophysiology). But they all share the conviction that the 
“manifest image” or “folk-psychological conception” of the person 
must be radically revised if not eliminated altogether.

Philosophers have of course adopted a variety of positions on this 
question. Some have argued that the scientific image is basically 
correct and must be largely embraced. Others have denied that there 
is any genuine conflict or tension, either because a “naturalistic” 
interpretation of modern science can be rejected or because the two 
images refer to completely distinct subject matters (human agents 
qua rational or noumenal selves are not part of the phenomenal 
world). Finally, still others have argued that, though there is indeed 
a deep tension between these two images they can nonetheless be 
reconciled such that the “manifest image” can still be retained in 
some form. Habermas, along with many others, belongs within this 
last group. Although the naturalistic worldview may lead us to 
redescribe our self-understanding, it cannot completely replace the 
“manifest image.” In the development of his own position, 
Habermas has been influenced by both Heidegger and Edmund 
Husserl, both of whom argued that in important ways the scientific 
image derives from and is fundamentally still dependent upon a 
prior “lifeworld” that presupposes the manifest image. It is thus not 
possible for the scientific image to displace the lifeworld with its 
manifest image without at the same time calling itself into question. 
This is in fact the core thesis of Husserl’s last (unfinished) book, The 
Crisis of European Science and Transcendental Phenomenology.4

What is distinctive about Habermas’s own argument for the 
priority of the everyday lifeworld (and so for the ineliminability of 
the manifest image) is the connection he makes between these ideas 
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and the human capacity for ordinary or everyday linguistic 
communication. The capacity for rich and meaningful 
communication is the product of our species’s evolutionary 
development, but it is at the same time what makes us distinct as 
human beings. As he stated it in his 1965 inaugural lecture in 
Frankfurt: “The human interest in autonomy and responsibility is 
not mere fancy for it can be apprehended a priori. What raises us out 
of nature is the only thing whose nature we can know: language. 
Through its structure autonomy and responsibility are posited for 
us” (KHI, 314). Though he later conceded that the claim was rather 
dramatically expressed, he continues to insist on its basic truth 
(Habermas 2000a). In KHI, which followed his inaugural lecture of 
the same title, Habermas argued that our capacity for linguistic 
communication imposes limits on a “naturalistic” description of the 
world since a scientific description of the world and science itself 
(as a form of rational inquiry) presupposes the ongoing inquiry of 
a scientific community (and its reliance on informal linguistic 
communication) (see Chapter 2). He makes a similar argument in 
his influential 1968 essay on Hegel’s theory of mutual recognition 
(Anerkennung) where Habermas claims that Hegel also drew a basic 
distinction between “instrumental action” (including science and 
technology) and “communicative action” (which operates against 
the background of shared linguistic norms) and insisted that the 
latter could not be replaced by the former (and so by a thoroughgoing 
naturalism or naturalistic worldview) (TP, chap. 4).

By the early 1970s in his Gauss Lectures at Princeton University 
(Habermas 1998a)—and especially in his 1976 essay “What is 
Universal Pragmatics?” (in CES)—Habermas makes explicit the 
argumentative strategy that will henceforth frame his work. Drawing 
especially upon John Searle’s Speech Acts, Habermas argues that core 
features of the manifest image of the person are built into the very 
structure of language use since illocutionary acts—speech acts such as 
asserting, promising, or requesting, etc.—presuppose that the 
addressee is “free” to respond to the claims raised in such acts on the 
basis of her own reasons. When, for example, I sincerely promise to 
meet someone at the café at noon I tacitly presuppose that she has the 
capacity to respond. She can acknowledge my promise and make her 
plans accordingly; but she can also (for any number of reasons) 
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decline from undertaking the commitments that such an 
acknowledgment would bring about. She might equally question my 
ability to keep the promise (given my other obligations) or even my 
sincerity in making it. In any event, in making a promise (or in 
undertaking any number of other illocutionary acts) the speaker 
ascribes a normative status to the addressee and, in acknowledging 
the speech act offer, the addressee also locates herself (and the speaker) 
within a shared normative structure. It would contradict the very 
meaning or “illocutionary force” of such speech acts if the capacity of 
the addressee to respond on the basis of her own reasons were 
denied.5 Though this might seem like a quite narrow foothold, it is 
crucial for Habermas in that the normative structure or status produced 
by illocutionary acts is importantly distinct from a naturalistic (or 
scientific) description of the world and cannot be replaced by it. 
Indeed, the latter presupposes such a normative competence for its 
own possibility for reflective inquiry and communication. For 
Habermas, it is this capacity for linguistic communication—for 
making use of the “rationally bonding/binding force” of illocutionary 
acts—that undergirds his defense of the manifest image (CES, 63).6

The concept of communicative action is unquestionably the most 
basic concept in Habermas’s work. It is, however, a concept that has 
undergone revision as he struggled to give it shape and, though the 
basic idea is relatively straightforward, it does have some slightly 
different connotations in different contexts.7 At one level, it is 
Habermas’s preferred way to describe the manifest image: it refers 
to the folk-psychological understanding that humans can respond to 
and act on the basis of reasons or considered judgments and are not 
simply propelled by the strongest motive or desire. As importantly, 
however, the concept of communicative action captures Habermas’s 
conviction that one’s status as a person is in an important sense 
social or intersubjective. The individual capacity to act for reasons is 
rooted in the normative structure associated with our capacity for 
linguistic communication as I have just described it—that is, in the 
shared structure of illocutionary acts. One might say, then, in a 
manner intended to recall Hegel’s master–slave dialectic, that my 
status as an individual accountable and responsible agent—that is, as 
“free”—is crucially dependent upon and coeval with my recognition 
of others as similarly situated (and vice-versa).
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Of course, even this intersubjective or “recognitional” 
understanding is still extremely thin. It is the bare notion of a person 
or agent as someone who occupies the normative status of accepting 
or rejecting the claims raised in various types of speech acts. What 
gives the notion of communicative action more character or depth is 
Habermas’s further claim that such action always occurs within the 
lifeworld where much more is assumed and taken for granted (TCA 
2: 126). Communicative action generally presupposes “thick” 
contexts and takes place against a background of innumerable shared 
norms, expectations, and habits that are in play. In fact, it is often 
only when these shared norms and expectations begin to break down 
or are called into question that the “rational potential” built into 
illocutionary acts is more explicitly drawn upon—the demand, that 
is, to provide reasons for the claims becomes more explicit and 
depends less upon previously taken-for-granted background 
certainties. Nonetheless central to Habermas’s basic thesis about 
communicative action is that even in our most mundane or everyday 
social interactions—as shot through as they also always are with 
various both unquestioned assumptions and forms of social power 
and domination—this “manifest image” of humans as accountable 
and responsible is present or, as he puts it, “counterfactually 
presupposed.” Indeed, the manifest image can, however paradoxically, 
even be invoked to conceal forms of domination (by falsely ascribing 
levels of responsibility and/or consent when in fact it is absent at least 
in that context or in that form). I have in mind more or less 
straightforward cases of “blaming the victim”; but falsely ascribing 
responsibility with respect to some sequence of social interaction 
does not mean that social actors don’t at the same time still possess a 
normative competence in virtue of more general (or more basic) 
structures of interaction (such as linguistic communication).

This is only a brief and preliminary sketch of Habermas’s concept 
of communicative action. It is, to repeat, closely connected to his 
own construal of the “manifest image” of the person and his claim 
that, however real and deep the conflict with a scientific or 
naturalistic description of the world may be, the latter presupposes 
the former and so cannot completely displace it—at least not without 
so radically altering our understanding of ourselves that we cannot 
coherently (or rationally) imagine what living in that world would 
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be like.8 As I will suggest in Chapter 4, Habermas’s position is at this 
point quite close to P. F. Strawson’s claim in “Freedom and 
Resentment” that we cannot easily imagine a world in which the 
practice of praise and blame (and the reactive attitudes on which it 
is based) are absent (see Strawson 2003; and Habermas’s remarks 
on Strawson in MCCA, 45f.). This is not surprising since, for both 
Strawson and Habermas, the “manifest image” (with its notion of 
accountable agency and the practice of praise and blame) is 
supported and sustained by a complex network of interpersonal 
relationships or structures of intersubjective recognition that in turn 
make it possible for us to describe that image as “rational.”

As we will see in subsequent chapters, the concept of 
communicative action plays a central role in all of Habermas’s later 
work. In The Theory of Communicative Action (1984/1987) he explicitly 
develops it in conjunction with the notion of the lifeworld in order 
to provide an alternative to the interpretation of occidental 
rationalization found in both Max Weber and in Horkheimer and 
Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1987). Modern “rational” societies 
need not, as a result of the continuous spread of instrumental reason, 
culminate in an “iron cage” (Weber) or in a “totally administered 
society” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1987). Rather, the process of 
social rationalization may so far have been extremely one-sided but 
it nonetheless contains possibilities for the development of more 
rational forms of social organization that make use of the resources 
of communicative action (Chapter 3). The analysis of communicative 
action is also at the basis of his own constructivist reading of a 
discourse ethics or, more accurately, discourse morality (Chapter 5) 
and it figures prominently in Between Facts and Norms (1996) and his 
account of deliberative politics, where the task is to see how a 
communicative power generated within the free associations of civil 
society (that is, within institutions of the lifeworld) can be channeled 
in ways to influence the formal decision-making processes and 
exercise a rationalizing influence on administrative power (Chapter 
6 and 7). Finally, as Habermas argues in The Philosophical Discourse of 
Modernity (1987), many criticisms of occidental or “western reason” 
and its instrumentalizing effects are based on a failure to distinguish 
between the communicative reason connected with communicative 
action and communicative power and the instrumental and 
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functionalist reason that has often been more visible in the 
organization of societies (Chapter 8).

II. A brief biographical sketch

Jürgen Habermas was born to Ernst and Grete Habermas in 
Düsseldorf on June 18, 1929, the second of three children. He was 
raised in the small town of Gummersbach, about twenty miles east 
of Cologne where his paternal grandfather had been the head of a 
small Lutheran seminary. His father, the director of the local Bureau 
of Trade and Industry, was a career civil servant and joined the 
National Socialist Party in the early 1930s. Habermas was enrolled 
in the Hitler Youth at the age of fourteen and at fifteen served as a 
field nurse for an anti-aircraft brigade in the last months of the war 
(AS, 74; Wiggershaus 2004, 11). In a later interview he remarked 
that “the political climate in our family home was probably not 
unusual for the time. It was marked by a bourgeois adaptation to a 
political situation with which one did not fully identify, but which 
one didn’t seriously criticize either” (AS, 73). However two separate 
events from this period had a lasting impact on his subsequent 
development. First, he describes the tremendous shock he 
experienced upon learning of the Nazi atrocities and how confronting 
it became a “fundamental theme of his adult life” (BNR, 17): 
“Overnight, as it were, the society in which we had led what had 
seemed to be a halfway normal everyday life and the regime 
governing it were exposed as pathological and criminal” (BNR, 17). 
It would be difficult to overestimate how his efforts in “coming to 
terms with the past” have shaped Habermas’s thought. Second, in a 
much later public lecture Habermas also suggests that his own 
physical disability—he was born with a cleft palate and had several 
operations as a child—and the challenges that created for his 
interaction with other youths may have made him more sensitive to 
feelings of vulnerability and exclusion (BNR, 13–15).

After completing Gymnasium, Habermas attended a number of 
universities, including Göttingen, Zürich, and Bonn, where he 
studied philosophy, history, literature, and psychology. He 
completed his doctoral thesis, under the direction of Erich Rothacker, 
in Bonn in 1954 on the German idealist philosopher Friedrich 
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Schelling. According to Habermas’s own report, however, Martin 
Heidegger was the most important influence on his thought at this 
time and he later described himself as “a thoroughgoing Heideggerian 
for three to four years” (AS, 194; BNR, 19). During this period 
Habermas became active in left-wing politics and, in particular, was 
a pacifist and opposed to the rearmament of West Germany after the 
war (AS, 75; Müller-Doohm 2014, 85; Moses 2007, 114). He 
suggested in a later interview, however, that at this time there was 
very little connection between his philosophical studies and his 
political engagement (AS, 76). 

Habermas began his career as a freelance journalist and wrote a 
wide variety of articles, several of which show the influence of 
Heidegger on his thinking at this time. A longer essay from this 
period—“The Dialectics of Rationalization” (1954)—anticipates 
many of the themes in his later work while employing Heideggerian 
terminology. Already in 1953, however, Habermas publicly 
criticized Heidegger in an article that caused a stir. The title, “With 
Heidegger against Heidegger,” signals the philosopher’s influence 
even as Habermas expresses his shock and dismay upon learning 
about the extent of Heidegger’s relation to Nazism. What irritated 
Habermas—to put it mildly—was the fact that Heidegger would 
allow the publication of his 1935 lectures, which included a clear 
reference to the “greatness of the movement [National Socialism],” 
without feeling any need to comment on this fact (see Wolin 1991). 
The article appeared at a time when Habermas was apparently 
looking for a more satisfactory integration of his philosophical and 
political concerns. Habermas’s disappointment in Heidegger may 
also have reflected his growing conviction, perhaps contrary to his 
initial hopes, that the latter’s appeal to the history of Being made his 
philosophy unsuitable for Habermas’s more democratic and 
egalitarian concerns (Habermas 1991, 196).

Habermas married Ute Wesselhöft (b. June 2, 1930) in 1955 and 
shortly thereafter they moved to Frankfurt. Through a colleague he 
met Theodor Adorno (who had read his essay on the dialectic of 
rationalization) and, in 1956, he was invited to become Adorno’s 
assistant at the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt (AS, 191). 
One of his initial projects was an empirical study on student attitudes 
toward politics and Habermas was responsible for writing the long 


