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Abstract

The central question of this dissertation is whether Habermas's
discourse ethics can successfully take account of the kinds of
criticisms of Kantian formalism, first raised by Hegel, without at the
same time abdiéating the universalism of the Kantian conception of
justice. Specifically, it considers whether the universality of moral
principles can be maintained while recognizing the particularity of
our experiences and values. This question is pursued in the context
of a discussion raised by contemporary Anglo-American ethicists.
Communitarians such as Michael Sandel and Alasdair Maclntyre
argue that our notions of the right and the good are derived from a
notion of the good life which defines the character of any given
community. This would seem to undercut the force of Habermas's
quasi-deontological position, which asserts that norms are only
legitimated by universally valid criteria. This dissertation maintains
that Habermas's theory of moral character accounts for both our
historical rootedness and our ability to adopt a universalistic
standpoint from which to question and assess our culturally

mediated beliefs. When Habermas's position is considered in light of



the arguments of critics such as Carol Gilligan, Martha Nussbaum, and
Larry Blum, who criticize neo-Kantian tendencies to characterize
morality as moral argument and the consequent failure to develop
concepts of moral character, moral perception, moral emotion, and
moral judgment, it becomes clear that Habermas needs a general
moral theory that extends to the private sphere. It is posssible to
reformulate Habermas's ethical theory so that the distinction
between norms and values issues from an ideally regulated discourse
that at the same time defines the boundary between public and
private. The gap between norms and values also can be bridged by
incorporating the notion of symmetrical reciprocity as a meta-norm
of discourse, which would ground both principles of justice and a
notion of the good without privileging any historically specific vision

of the good life.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine Habermas's
discourse ethic in light of two discussions in contemporary Anglo-
American philosophy. My treatment is divided into four chapters.
In the first, I lay out Habermas's theory of rationality and examine
the foundations of his discourse ethics. Habermas uses a critical
reading of Weber as a starting point for the development of an
alternative theory of rationality that identifies an emancipatory
potential in practical reason which Weber had failed to recognize.
Modernity brings with it both the advancement of technical reason
and the possibility of organizing the social world in accordance with
norms of practical reason. On this basis Habermas reworks
Kohlberg's stage theory of moral development to clarify the cognitive
development necessary for individuals to adopt the moral point of
view. In particular, he argues that Kohlberg's monological model of
moral reasoning must be replaced by an intersubjective one. In the
final section of Chapter One, I lay out the internal structure of
Habermas's discourse theory of ethics, which is based on a
reconstruction of presuppositions implicit in communication.

In Chapter Two, I consider criticisms of deontological ethics
that have been raised by neo-Aristotelians such as Alasdair
Maclntyre and Michael Sandel. Though Sandel and Maclntyre focus
on different criticisms, they agree that the traditional liberal '

preoccupation with abstract criteria of justice fails adequately to



memberships communities. In their view, the model of the moral
individual employed by deontologists is, so abstracted from time and
place as to have little relation to real individuals. Maclntyre's argues
further that enlightenment deontologies relied upon a naturalistic
view of what human beings are and a religiously derived view of
what they should be. Once this understanding of human nature was
abandoned, normative conceptions of human nature were left
without theoretical grounds. Sandel argues that contemporary
deontologies create a subject that lies beyond politics, making the
conception of the self a premise of politics rather than its
achievement. This conception is too "thin" to be morally meaningful.
In the concluding section of Chapter Two, 1 argue that Habermas's
discourse ethics is not beset by the shortcomings that Maclntyre and
Sandel claim are endemic to deontology. Habermas treats the
constitution of the I as profoundly social. As participants in moral
discourse, we are particular individuals whose identities are
profoundly affected by our experiences, relationships and
memberships. As modern subjects, however, we can abstract from
our particularity and reflect on the values important to the formation
of our identities; we can seek to rationally assess these values. on
the one hand, I argue that Maclntyre's and Sandel's criticism is
appropriate insofar as Habermas lacks a theory of moral character,
the virtues, or moral judgment. These shortcomings both spring
from and exacerbate his tendency to define moral reasoning strictly

in terms of justice reasoning and to associate morality with linear



philosophical reasoning. I conclude the chapter by suggesting that,
with some effort, Habermas's theory could be expanded to include a
fuller account of moral personality while at the same time avoiding
problems that Maclntyre and Sandel associate with deontology.

In Chapter Three, I discuss aspects of morality not accounted
for by Habermas's theory of moral reasoning: moral perception,
moral judgment and moral emotions. I begin by considering the
traditional characterization of thought as rational and the emotions
as irrational. Using Lawrence Blum's distinction between rational
and irrational emotions, I argue that some emotions can serve as
rational motivations for action and thus can be appealed to as
justifications for action. The typical dichotomization of the public
sphere as rational and the private sphere as emotional breaks down
in relation to a phenomenon as complex as morality. Though we may
wish to retain some distinction befween the public and the private, it
is clear that we act or are expected to act as moral agents in both
spheres and that emotion and intuition play some part in constituting
our moral character as a whole. Indeed, in some circumstance the
failure to experience the appropriate emotion can signify a moral
failing as serious as not acting or acting in the wrong way.

Furthermore, to know when one should act morally requires a
sensitivity to the potential moral nuances of situations. I refer to
this sensitivity as moral perception and argue that it is an essential
part of a theory of moral character. Moral perception is learned from

others, just as we learn to understand the meaning and importance



of norms from others. It is a skill developed through the process of
moral socialization. At this point, I take up the work of Carol Gilligan;
her research on gender differences in moral responses both
illuminates the significance of moral perception in general and
uncovers a moral perspective entirely ignored by Habermas.
Gilligan's research indicates that while boys tend to adopt a moral
perspective characterized by fairness, girls tend to adopt a moral
perspective characterized by care. She offers a theory of moral
socialization to account for this gender difference in moral perception
by focusing on early childhood experiences of attachment and
detachment. Justice thinking, marked by an emphasis on

impartiality and fairness, results when ego orgarﬁzes its affective and
cognitive responses around the experience of detachment. A moral
outlook marked by an emphasis on care results when ego organizes
its affective and cognitive responses around the experience of
attachment. I argue that neither of these two moral perspectives
can, in themselves, describe the entirety of morality.

In the last section of Chapter Three, I take up moral judgment
because it is in the moment of moral judgment that moral perception,
moral character, and moral emotion coalesce. Following Aristotle,
Martha Nussbaum describes moral judgment as practical wisdom
rather than theoretical knowledge. Theoretical knowledge can
produce universal rules because it does not have to take into account
the complexities of varied circumstances. Practical reasoning,

however, requires flexibility; because moral issues are changeable,



indeterminate and particular, they cannot be decided simply by
applying any set of universal rules. Practical wisdom comprises not
only the ability to apply rules to particular situation but also the
ability to apply these rules in accordance with the virtues typical of
the wise and the good individual. Thus, it reflects the ongoing moral
commitments central to the formation of moral character. These
commitments must be internalized so that they can come into play
when a moral situation arises.

The last issue I discuss in Chapter Three is the failure of
deontological theories to distinguish between the kinds of moral
relationships we have. There is no one model of moral obligation
which can adequately determine the appropriate contours of all
moral relationships. Each such relationship is different; what is
morally owed in its context cannot be described universally. I argue,
in particular, that universalistic moral theories ignore moral conflicts
that arise in our everyday lives and focus instead on public disputes
concerning rights.

In Chapter Four, I argue that with some revisions Habermas's
ethics can be expanded to include a more adequate account of moral
judgment, the role of attachment and detachment in the adoption of
a care or justice orientation, an elaboration of the social
interpretation of needs, and a theory of the process of moral
character formation. Habermas's theory of self-development is social
all the way down; however, he focuses almost exclusively on the

cognitive skills children require in order to identity, act out and



question social roles. He does not adequately consider the self's
emotional responsiveness within a role. I argue that if he were to
complement his stage theory of the cognitive development of
individuals with the account of attachment and separation Gilligan
has developed, he would be better able to trace the emotional-cum-
cognitive development necessary for acquiring moral character.

A further problem for Habermas is his inability to explain
needs, which he regards a§ a legitimate subject matter of political
discourse, without referring to values, which he excludes from such
discourse. Needs are in a certain sense always particular. When we
attempt to persuade others through discourse of the legitimacy of
our needs, those discourses must also be about values, for needs
reflect values. Consequently, discourses cannot, as Habermas
believes, be reserved strictly for disputes about norms. It is because
of his neglect of moral emotions and moral character that Habermas
is unable to characterize values in such a way as to allow them to be
the subject of political discourse.

Nancy Fraser's discussion of needs is useful in this context. Her
analysis fpcuses on the function of needs talk in contemporary
welfare-state democracies. The important question to ask about
needs, Fraser argues, is who has the right to voice them , interpret
them and to demand that they be fulfilled. Needs are not universally
generalizable at all; they are specific to interpretive contexts. Since
neediness is socially produced and socially interpreted, what counts

as a need in one time and place may not count as a need in another.



Unlike norms, which we can at least imagine to be right for all
agents, needs cannot be generalized in that way. Yet needs and their
interpretations are increasingly the subject matter of political and
moral disputes.

Habermas attempts to resolve this tension by insisting that
only needs which fulfill generalizable interests can be recognized as
normatively valid. But this makes it difficult for him to recognize
that the generation and interpretation of needs takes place in
particular contexts and thus needs vary greatly. There are multiple
forms of discourse, and values, which inform needs, are properly the
subject matter of some of them. In particular, values must be
discussed in the sphere of we might call, after Hannah Arent, "the
social." It is through political discourse that needs which are initially
viewed merely as "wants" come to be seen as a legitimate normative
claims. Thus, what is at one time taken to be an issue of private
dispute, can come to be recognized through political struggle
recognized to be matter of public concern.

In Chapter Four, I suggest that the decision as to which type of
discourse is suitable for considering the rightness or wrongness of
proposed norms is itself a result of political and social processes.
Political discourses, particularly legislative discourses, may not
always be the most suitable arena for considering the legitimacy of
certain -values. The separation of the public from the private sphere
is always open to renegotiation as political beliefs and values shift.

Finally, I evaluate the status of Habermas' discourse ethics in



light of the problems raised. I argue that despite his definition of
morality in terms of justice thinking, his theory might be expanded
to include the aspects of moral judgment and moral character
discussed in Chapter Three. Along the way, I raise the question of
whether it is possible to outline a deontological, universalistic
concept of justice without presupposing some historically specific and
culturally substantive notion of the good. My answer is "both yes
and no." On the one hand, it is neither possible nor desirable to set
forth one version of the good life as morally definitive. On the other
hand, it is possible and desirable to adopt a theory of justice that
elevates standards of universality to normative status, thus refusing
to privilege one particular way of life over any other. This strategy
does not free moral theory from all values because universality must
itself be valued for certain purposes. A theory of justice, then,
cannot stand alone; it must be seen as part of a more general theory
grounded in some notion of the good abstract enough not to favor a
particular way of life, but particular enough to reflect some
commitment to the good. I conclude by suggesting that the norm of
symmetrical reciprocity which can be derived from the normative
presuppositions of communication might serve as a meta-norm,
which could then be used to test both proposed norms of justice and
conflicting values adopted in the private realm. While recognizing
that this strategy has its own theoretical problems, I see it as a
promising way to create a bridge between neo-Kantian approaches to

moral theory and approaches that stress neo-Aristotelian elements.



CHAPTER ONE

As T argued in the introduction, Habermas' discourse ethics is
grounded upon an analysis of the norms embedded in
communicative action. By reconstructing the norms which any
competent speaker employs in the course of communicating,
Habermas claims we can begin to lay the ground for a defense of a
cognitivist and universalist ethical proceduralism. Such an ethics
would provide us not with specific norms, but rather with a
description of how norms can be morally determined by real people
in real situations. Habermas's theory privileges no specific social
group. All competent speakers must decide on the norms which will
govern our behavior. The philosopher's job task is limited to
providing a description of the conditions which make the
determination of a norm just. As an ethical theory, Habermas' is a
minimalist one, proclaiming no specific injunctions or rules, and
includes the recognition that it's claims are always open to the
questioning of any competent speakers who'must marshall
arguments that are acceptable to all and most specifically to those
who would be most directly affected by the implementation of the
suggested norms. Not only are the norms generated through
discourse open to questioning, but truth as it is defined in the theory
of discourse ethic is also tentative though not therefore relativistic.
With its awareness of the historicity of truth claims as well as its
sensitivity to the distorting effects of ideology, Habermas'

epistemology attempts to incorporate a recognition of the possiblity
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of change as well as a basis for its criticism into its very structure. I
will take up the question of whether he succeeds in this attempt in
the following sections of this chapter.

Another significant aspect of discourse ethic that will be
important for my discussion is Habermas' claim that the scope of his
ethic is limited to the kind of moral claims we have come to call
justice claims. Though this will be taken up as one of the thorniest
problems of this dissertation, the reason for this limitation involves
Habermas' consensus theory of truth and the belief that only claims
which can be framed in the language of justice or fairness can rightly
be said to embody norms and to express interestss which can be
generalized. According to Habermas, this is not the case with notions
of the good life which reflect not norms but values, which are
personal in nature and not susceptible to moral justification.

These arguments and Habermas' discourse ethic as a whole
cannot be explained without clarifying his understanding of
rationality and the role it plays in his theory. In order to shed some
light on the nature of the concept of rationality that serves as the
underpinning of much of Habermas' earlier work and on all of his
latest work, I will discuss the origins and development of his theory
of rationality and its relation to the discursive justification of norms.

Since Habermas' earlier work, his discussion of rationality and
of norms has been most often expressed in the course of his critique
of positivism and in his break with the Frankfurt School's

condemnation of rationality. Habermas argues that the criticisim of"
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the Frankfurt school is directed at the form of rationality which the
Enlightenment was most sucessful in defending, that is instrumental
rationality. It is a morally uncomitted rationality that Weber was to
describe as resulting in goal-directed activity. This species of
rationality is normatively neutral but came to be seen as the only
forms of reasoning that could be thought of as rational as all value
oriented thinking came to be seen as resting on norms which could
not be rationally justified. One's moral beliefs were squeezed out of
the realm of the moral and into the private realm of an essentially
irrational decisionism perhaps best expressed in Weber's famous
shibboleth, "Here I stand, I can do no other." According to this
interpretation reason has been understood as exclusively
instrumental reason and morality has been relegated to the irrational
personal choice of principles . Having accepted this description of
reason, the Frankfurt School and especially Adorno and Horkheimer,
depict rationality as a technological tool gone wild, leading to the
ever-increasing domination of inner and outer nature. Whatever
emancipatory potential Enlightenment thinkers had seen in the
rational overcoming of predjudice and superstition, has been lost in
the mad creation of a world of managers and experts, lost in the
materially- motivated destruction of the earth , lost in the inexorable
stripping away of the humanity of social relations in the endless
quest for profit. Voltaire's battle to replace superstition with reason
has been superceded by the commodification of truth, the self, and

the political world. Habermas' reinterpretation of Weber's theory of
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rationality allows for his critical reading of the positions of Adorno
and Horkheimer and the opening of a space once again for the belief
that the progress of reason can bring with it a new hope for
emancipation and viewing the spread of rationality as the way to
more democratic, more moral way of life without at the same time
falling prey to the naive and dangerous view that the contemporary
world is in any sense of the word ideal. The real is in Habermas'
view not the rational, and in order to end the dominance technical
reason, the concept of rationality must be expanded to make room
for an understanding of a rationality whose end is not the mastery of
the physical and social world but rather a rationality understood as
communicative action whose immanent telos is understanding. A
theory of a ratiionality which is communicative can offer a way to
justify those moral norms as rational though not rational in the same
sense as instrumental rationality. It is this reconceptualization of
practical reason in terms of communication that motivates the
linguistic turn in Habermas' work. In the course of this chapter I will
clarify what it means for Habermas to argue that norms must be
understood- in terms of rationality and that rationality must be
understood in terms of communication. With this linguistification of
rationality Habermas tankes up the project of defending moral norms
as rational and lays the ground for their justification.

From his earliest writing, Habermas has argued that the
methodology of philosophic investigation must be revamped.

Philosophers can no longer conduct theor investigations and make
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their claims in an intellectual vacuum. First philosophy must give
way to reconstructive theories akin to the developmental theories of
Piaget and Kohlberg . Its claims must be tentative and must always
be reconsidered in light of any contradictory empirical evidence
which turns up. Philosophy must be viewed as one project among
many, constituting a research program that will involve the synthesis
of research conducted in a multitude of areas, linked by a
hypothetically-posed thesis that requires correcting and adjusting as
new claims are brought forward, tested and either incorporated into
the theory or shifting the focus of the theory altogether. The image
of Neurath's boat comes to mind and though Habermas does not
think that we are epistemologically speaking, altogether at sea, he
nonetheless does believe that our boats will always be in need of
plank-replacement and it is this process and not the results which
are epistemologically most interesting. The questions that this
dissertation raises requires focusing on Habermas' theory of practical
reason, the reason that guides human action and more specifically
the reason that guides human choice and action in the sphere of the
moral. For Habermas this aspect of rationality must be understood in
terms of the norms embedded in communicative action and I will
devote a good part of this chapter to a discussion of what this means
and why it is that Habermas argues that practical reason is best
understood as communicative rationality. I will also point to why he
argues that an analysls of communicative action can lead us to a new

way to understand and justify the claim that some moral claims are
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universally binding and carry with them the sense of the ought that
Kant described so well.

In the course of trying to solve difficult problems and
addressing shortcomings which have arisen in the course of the
development of Habermas' theory of discourse ethics, Habermas has
not only revamped his argument from time to time, he has also
found it necessary to pursue related lines of research which gives his
theory a depth and scope which are necessary for the sucess of his
ethical theory as a whole. These arguments are integral to the
theory though Habermas at times seems to leave the task of this
integration to his readers. There are two particular lines of discussion
which T will argue are as important as the theory of discourse itself.
These are the theory of the psychological development necessary for
aquiring communicative competence and an analysis of the
structures of the social world in which the agent develops and
functions.  The skills of communication must be learned and the
question of how one masters the moral code of the language of norms
requires Habermas to investigate how it is that communicative actors
develop their ability to raise and to defend normative claims.
Because communication is an intersubjective phenomenon and
morality an essentially social one, Habermas must provide a
description of the individual's acquisition of discourse skill in the
context of a particular historical setting. While he argues that the
process of justifying norms has a universal structure, he is quite

aware that all cultures are different . In order to cope with the issue
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of particularity while at the same time defending moral norms as
universal Habermas has developed a very controversial theory of
social evolution and contends that learning processes occur on the
social and the individual level.

Recognizing the shortcomings of Kant's monological model of
the subject, and attempting to incorporate both Hegel's critique of
Kantian ethics and Marx's critique of modernity, Habermas has
developed a discursive theory of ethics that begins with the
intersubjective constitution of the self, and includes a developmental
theory of rationality, both at the individual and social levels, as well
as a critical assessment of the rationality potential of postliberal
social and political institutions. Habermas's discourse ethic can only
be understood in the context of this larger discussion. With this in
mind, I will divide my discussion into three parts, taking up three
essential threads in Habermas' theory. I shall begin with his
argument that the social world in which the modern subject finds
him or herself is not as completely dominated by an amoral
purposive-rationality as Weber had thought. Weber's pessimism,
Habermas suggests, is in part due to his failure to appreciate the
normative grounds of modern law, grounds which point to a form of
rationality at odds with the means-end rationality that Weber
ascribed to it. After discussing the social structures of normative
reasoning and their institutionalization, my analysis will turn to the
process of the intersubjective socialization of individuals. Here my

central concern will be on those aspects of socialization that
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contribute to the human capacity to recognize norms and to act in
accordance with them. Finally, at the end of this chapter I shall
critically reconstruct the structural complexities of Habermas's
discourse ethics, keeping the earlier discussions of the chapter in
mind.
A. Habermas, Weber and Modernity

Habermas claims that contemporary society,for all its ills, is not
entirely without redeeming' features. He argues that the structures
of modernity carry with them the potential for the realization of an
ideal of political and psychological emancipation. It is this vision that
motivates all of Habermas's work, from its earliest to its most recent
formulations. He views the process of modernization as one of the
increased rationalization of the life-world, where spheres of
discourse once unified in mythological world views are separated out
for reflective elaboration. He is convinced that the fragmentation
that has resulted from the breakdown of traditional worldviews
derives not from the intrinsically negative quality of rationality, but
rather from its one-sided development. What is at fault our
misguided belief that the only form of rationality is a strategic
rationality that is by definition devoid of any normative force.

Habermas develops this thesis in the context of a critical
reading of Weber's analysis of modernity. His understanding of
rationality and its potential signifies a significant break with the
interpretation of earlier members of the Frankfurt School who had

taken to heart Weber's theory of the disenchantment of society. This
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reading led them to the view that the possibility of rationally
defending any ethical claim at all was thoroughly undercut by the
advance of a means-end rationality criticizable only in terms of
efficiency. All other value criteria have been lost in the wake of
consumerism and mass culture. While recognizing the importance of
this view, Habermas mounts a criticism of Weber that results in a
more optimistic diagnosis of the modern world.

Why does Habermas turn to Weber to develop his own view?
Though Weber's view of modernity is hardly the stereotypical
enlightenment account which touts the spread of rationality as the
solution to all life's ills, he retains the view that gauging the
development of rationality is essential for any analysis of the social
structures of modernity. By re-working Weber's theory of
modernity via a theory of communicative rationality, Habermas
hopes to be able to distinguish purposive-rationality (the form of
rationality that Weber designated as specifically modern) from other
forms of rationality with which it either co-exists or could co-exist.
The thrust of Habermas's argument is that Weber's identification of
rationality with means-end rationality, which leads him to the
conclusion that the sphere of the moral cannot be defended as
rational, can be countered by demonstrating that Weber adopted a
too limited definition of rationality as the result of flaws in his
theoretical approach. If Habermas's move is successful he can make
the argument that rationality is not essentially incompatible with

morality. For the purposes of this dissertation, I shall be interested



18

only in the conclusions that Habermas draws from his reappraisal of
Weber, and will not take up the question of whether Habermas's
reading of Weber is an accurate one.

The obvious question to ask is where Habermas thinks Weber's
analysis went wrong, and .how and why he thinks his own argument
is an improvement. The bare bones answer to the first part of this
question is that Weber defines rationality too narrowly by restricting
his account to that embodied in purposive action, thus he is unable to
explain the normative character of modern institutions and
behaviors. The institution of modern law, Habermas argues, is a key
example of one such phenomena; another is the common conviction
on the part of modern individuals that advancing a moral claim
involves being prepared to defend it by providing intersubjectively
understandable reasons for it when one is challenged.

While the development of capitalism is central in Weber's
analysis of rationalization in the West, the process of modernization
involved much more than the transformation of economic relations.
The shift to capitalism was accompanied by a differentiation
between, and a development of, the spheres of modern art, science,
law, and state administration, and an ethic guided by rationally
determined principlesl. Each sphere involves an independently
defined logic, goal, and method of justification. Weber believed that
the process leading to the differentiation of conflicting social and
cultural spheres is, once begun, inexorable. He also held -that each

stage of development resulted in increased alienation from a world
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increasingly stripped of any moral meaning and is comprehensible
only in empirical and causal terms. In Habermas's view, Weber's
famous description of modernity as an iron cage in which we are
trapped is too gloomy, and results from his failure to grasp the
emancipatory potential of a rationalized modernity.

In order to understand Weber's pessimism it is necessary to
return to his theory of the rationalization of the social and cultural
world, especially to his analysis of the development of capitalism and
the motives which are required if capitalism is to flourish. Unlike
Marx, Weber does not believe the rationalization and capitalist
expansion in the West to be wholly explicable in terms of the
development of forces of production responsive to the technical
demands of capitalism, nor in terms of the relations of production
that regulate the distribution of power, ownership, and goods.

Weber sees the :

institutional framework of the capitalist
economy and the modern state in a
different way - not as relations of
production that fetter the potential for
rationalization, but as subsystems of
purposive-rational action in which
Occidental rationalism develops at a
societal level.2

In The Protestant Ethic and the Rise of Capitalism , Weber takes

up the question of why the the rise of social, legal, and economic
rationalization in the West was so rapid. He argues that the rise of

capitalism and the rationalization of the state apparatus, of social
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institutions and moral behavior are, to a significant extent, indebted
to the Protestant ethic, which inculcated in individuals a set of
specific values and moral behaviors congenial to the demands of a

capitalist economy. In the first paragraph of the Protestant Ethic, he

notes that:

business leaders and owners of capital,
as well as the higher grades of skilled
labour and even more the highly
technical and commercially trained
personnel of modern enterprise, are
overwhelmingly Protestant.3

This is no accident. In order to comprehend the pervasive spread of
purposive-rationality and the capitalist economy it makes possible,
one must understand how the religious tenents of Protestantism are
related to the spirit of capitalist acquisition and expansion.

By "the spirit of capitalism,”" Weber means a particular set of
motivations and behaviors whose description one finds in their
quintessential form in the writings of Benjamin Franklin. In
Franklin's work, the ideals in question have been uncoupled from the
Protestant religious framework in which they had first been
articulated, and the moral view they embodied is recast in a secular
moral language. This situation Weber viewed as tenuous at best, as
it lacks the motivational basis previously supplied by Protestanism
upon which to stake claims to normative truth. When one asks why
Franklin's precepts should be followed, the only response is a
variation on Weber's own description of behavior which cannot be

rationally justified: "Here I stand, I can do no other." A central
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aspect of the capitalist spirit that Franklin exhorts all morally
aspiring citizens to take up is the belief that the expansion of capital

is in and of itself an end:

In fact, the summum bonum of this
ethic, the earning of more and more
money, combined with the strict
avoidance of all spontaneous enjoyment
of life, is above all completely devoid of
any eudaemonistic, not to say hedonistic
admixture. It is thought of so purely as
an end in itself, that from the point of
view of the the happiness of, or utility
to, the single individual, it appears
entirely transcendental and absolutely
irrational.4

1. Protestantism _and Ascetic Protestantism

What is there about this world view that recommends it to
anyone? Why would any human being willingly live a life marked by
incessant labor and a dearth of pleasures? Because, Weber argues,
material success is linked to the achievement of salvation for the
Protestant. The pursuit of profit with moral living encouraged a
form of behavior consonant with the needs of developing capitalism.

In explaining this link, Weber categorizes religions as "world
accepting” or "world rejecting.” In either case, there is the possibility
of adopting a passive or an active attitude toward the world. Ascetic
Protestantism both negates the value of the world and believes that
one must act in the it as an instrument of God. It is this attitude

which led to the world's "disenchantment";
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World rejection leads to an
objectification of the world under ethical
aspects only when it is connected with
an active mode of life turned toward the
world and does not lead to a passing
turning away from the world.5

Weber argues that it was the Protestant commitment to duty,
as the highest expression of one's morality, which led to the belief
that material success is a sign of one's moral character. Material
success indicated that God was pleased with an individual's diligence,
and thus that one was likely to be a member of the elect. No one
could be absolutely sure that s/he was a member of the elect, and
thus no one could ever be sure that s/he would be "saved” from
damnation. Material success could reassure one, however; having
worked hard, having avoided temptation, and having succeeded in

one's "calling” could be read as an indication that one was a member

of the "elect" and thus one of the saved.

In addition to viewing life as a test, Protestantism held that
one's earthly existence is part of a divine plan. One was "called” to a
profession and practiced it with a duty born of the conviction that
one's choice was divinely ordained and that failing at the occupation
to which one was called was failing to live a Christian life. The
economics of capitalism was not exactly what Luther had in mind
when he argued that salvation was a matter of faith alone and could
not be attained through charitable worksS, and Weber suggests that
the capitalist economic practices which came to be ethically

sanctioned by Protestants evolved as Luther's theological theory
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evolved. As Luther became more immersed in the world in his role
of religious reformer, he came to recognize the importance of work
and saw it as part of the divine plan. He argued that God "called”
individuals to their professions and thus their occupations were
determined by God. When the understanding of one's occupation is
considered to be part of a divine plan and when it is coupled with
the belief that material prosperity can be read as a positive sign
from God, it encouraged a methodical conduct of life that in turn
contributed to the flourishing of capitalism. On that view, it is not
wealth that is sinful, but the idleness which prosperity might bring

with it is. As Weber writes:

The real moral objection is to relaxation
in the security of possession, the
enjoyment of wealth with the
consequence of idleness and the
temptations of the flesh, above all, of

distraction from the pursuit a righteous
life.”

Every waking moment must be spent laboring in order that one
should succeed in one's divinely ordained calling. Labour becomes
an end in itself, and an unwillingness to work an indication of a lack
of grace.

Thus, though Weber was primarily interested in the process of
societal rationalization he recognized that it was spurred by a process
of cultural rationalization which had its roots in Protestantism. The
process of cultural rationalization led, in his view, to the

development of several different cultural spheres, more often than
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not in conflict with one other. This is behind his diagnosis of the
modern lifeworld as splintered and modern consciousness as marked
by alienation from self, from others and from nature. In the

following lines from Economy and Society, Weber points to the

growing sense of modern subjects that we are caught in conflicting
action systems without any Archemedian point to serve as an

arbitrating principle:

The rationalization and conscious
sublimation of our relations to the
various spheres of goods - internal and
external, religious and secular - have
pressed toward making us conscious of
the inner logics of the individual spheres
and their consequences, thereby letting
them come into those tensions with one
another that remain hidden in the
originally naive relation to the external
world$

For Weber the only choice left to us is the adoption of an "ethic of
responsibility” which, unlike an "ethic of conviction", is based on a
sense of moral dignity not grounded in a commitment to any
religious dogma.

Countering this pessimistic argument, Habermas claims that,
though Weber was right when he described the process of
disenchantment, he failed to see that the process of cultural
rationalization has also brought gains of theoretical, practical and
aesthetic rationality. He attributes Weber's failure to grasp the
positive significance of cultural rationalization to his identification of

rationality with strategic rationality. In order to grasp Habermas'
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point, it is important to remember that Weber's original question was
why capitalism was more completely realized in the West. Thus
Weber first identified the rationality necessary for the success of
capitalism and, having done so, sought to discover its roots in the

. methodical way of life of Protestantism. Having begun with a
predetermined definition of what constitutes rationality, he failed to
recognize the simultaneous development of non-instrumental forms

of rationality. As Habermas puts it:

Weber's empirical investigations are
focused directly on the problem of the
rise of capitalism and the question of
how purposive-rational action
orientations could in fact be
institutionalized in the phase of its
emergence. He thereby relates societal
rationalization from the start to the
aspect of purposive rationality; he does
not view the historical profile of this
process against the background of what

was structurally possible .9

Though Weber defined societal rationalization in terms of
the expansion of purposive rationality, he did recognize that as
capitalism became ever more entrenched the lifeworld was fractured
into conflicting value spheres. As these spheres are rationalized,
they come to prescribe specific attitudes and criteria of judgement
appropriate to them. The purposively-rational attitude in the
objective world leads to the adoption of a cognitive-instrumental
attitude, in the social world it leads to the entrenchment of cognitive-

strategic behaviors, and in the subjective world the perception of the

+
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self is objectified. With the ever increasing spread of purposive-
rationality, not only is the ethic of brotherly love rendered
meaningless, so too is any other normatively guided behavior.
Though the means of achieving ends can be rationalized, the ends
themselves remain irrational. The more planned, bureaucratized,
and managed the objective and social world become, the more
alienated modern consciousness becomes. There is an increased
sense of a loss of control over the development and use of
technology, a sense of being politically removed from
bureaucratically managed governments, and a dependence on
experts to make strategic decisions in all areas of modern life.
Weber saw little reason to hope that what he called the "iron cage" of
modernity could be unlocked, and thus he counseled us to look truth
in the eye and live with what dignity was possible in a social world
that was essentially inhumane.

Habermas too recognizes that the lifeworld of modernity is
frequently dehumanizing, but he uncovers a source of hope in the
development of forms of rationality that Weber could not recognize
because of his identification of rationality with purposive rationality.
In his radical reformulation of Weber's theory, Habermas argues that
modernity brings with it a decentered and reflective moral view
expressed and embodied in a communicative form of reason which
must be distinguished from strategic or purposive rationality. In
pointing to the need to distinguish purposive rationality and

communicative rationality, Habermas is explicitly breaking with not
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only Weber, but with the Frankfurt School's model of the "dialectic of

enlightenment” as well.

At the methodological level, Habermas
rejects the implicit functionalism of the
Frankfurt School model. According to
this model, rationalization is an all
encompassing process in which the
organization of the productive forces,
societal institutions, and personality
structures all submit to the same logic of
ever-increasing fragmentation,
atomization, efficiency and formalism.10

In the Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas takes up

this argument again, on the context of an analysis of the conflicts
between "system" and "lifeworld " endemic to the modern capitalist
state. His strategy there is to join conceptualization of the market
and the state systems imperatives to an account of the normative
underpinnings of social action, so as to discern the effects of the
expansion of capitalism on different structures of the life-world.
This analysis has a twofold significance for Habermas's discourse
ethics. First, in arguing that social action does have a normative
ground, Habermas hopes to counter Weber's, Adorno's, and
Horkheimer's contention that the anomie experienced by modern
individuals is the inevitable result of the increased rationalization of
the world. Disproving their argument would give rise to an
understanding of how the life-world must be structured if we are to
be able to secure a place for normativity. Second, an assessment of

the socially necessary prerequisites for the possibility of norm-
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guided action and interaction provides a basis for a critique of the
encroachment or, as Habermas refers to it, the colonization of the
life-world by systems imperatives.

2. The Differentiation of Value Spheres

Raising the counterfactual question of the kind of theory Weber
would have had to offer if he had envisioned the rationalization of
the world as having a non-selective pattern, Habermas argues that
the three spheres of rationality Weber recognized would each have
to have been connected to a different action system, with
corresponding forms of acceptable argumentation supporting claims
raised in the context of that sphere. In addition, the form of
argumentation recognized as valid in the context of a given sphere
has to be recognized not only by a class of experts , but must
become part of the common communicative parlance. Each sphere
also must be institutionalized in such a way that it remains
autonomous in the face of competing action systems.ll It is the
autonomy of each sphere which prevents the hegemony of
instrumental rationality. Not seeing the potential of the rationality
embedded in the moral-practical, or in the aesthetic-expressive
spheres, Weber described the rationalization process of modernity as
paradoxical. Habermas argues that while the process of
rationalization has been decidedly one-sided, dominated by the
spread and institutionalization of instrumental rationality, it does not
intrinsically lead to paradox if the cognitive potential of non-

instrumental reason, that is, of communicative rationality, is mined.
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Weber's intuitions point in the direction
of a selected pattern of rationalization, a
jagged profile of modernization. Yet
Weber speaks of paradoxes and not of
the partial character of societal
rationalization. In his view, the real
reason for the dialectic of rationalization
is not an unbalanced institutional
embodiment of available cognitive
potentials; he locates the the seeds of
destruction of the rationalization of the
world in the very differentiation of
independent cultural value spheres that
released that potential and made that
rationalization possible.12

According to Weber, when religiously grounded ethical views came
into conflict with the demands of capitalism and the empirical claims
of modern science, the sphere of the moral-practical was cut off from
its religious anchoring and was set adrift. Its only remaining ballast
was the character of people who act humanely, with an eye to the
effects of their actions upon others. Their sense of right and wrong
remains intuitive, however, and is therefore ultimately irrational.
The loss of meaning we experience in a world where no single moral
paradigm is rational leads to action founded in a courage that rejects
despair although despair is reasonable. It is action with the kind of
desperate hope that arises when one knows that there really is no
hope.

As progress meant the eroding of the value orientations and
action dispositions necessary for moral action, the ethical autonomy

of the individual could not be passed on as part of a moral heritage.
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Habermas argues that Weber's thesis of "warring gods”, that is, of
irreconcilable and competing spheres, cannot be derived from the
mere existence of such multiple spheres. While modernity is marked
by the presence of multiple spheres, Habermas argues that it is also
marked by a process of social learning which enables us to more or
less juggle the demands and beliefs of these different spheres and
which leads us to assign different weights to the claims they raise
and to determine to which sphere it is appropriate to turn and when.
The qualification of more or less is important here, for although
Habermas does not believe that we do make, or ought to make, these
decisions whimsically, there is no theoretically predetermined way to
figure out which action-context we should apply in particular
historical situations. It is true that there may be institutionalized
guidelines to which we may refer, but even these are open to
political questioning and argument and no answer can ever be final.

Habermas suggests that Weber described the modern world as
a place of unresolvable conflicts because of the inadequacy of his
comprehension of the nature of modern law. In discussing the co-
optation of the ethics of ascetic Protestantism, Weber claims that the
institutionalization of a secular moral-practical consciousness is
impossible; thus when he turns to discuss the development of
modern law, "he reinterprets modern law in such a way that it is
detached from the evaluative sphere and can appear from the start
as an institutional embodiment of of cognitive-instrumental

rationality."13  For Weber, modern law is the codification of a set of
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rules needed for playing the game of capitalism. It sets the rules for
the administration of a capitalist state and codifies the regulations of
the capitalist economy. Habermas argues that Weber's treatment of
law as an instrument of strategic capitalist rationality could only be
justified if there was an internal connection between modern formal
law and the legal requirements of a capitalist economy. Without this
connection, law may be an instrument used to protect and enhance
capitalism, but this is the result of political circumstance and not
theoretical imperative.

Though Weber's description of modern law most often divorces
it from any normative foundation, curiously he also saw the law as
the secular embodiment of the moral-practical consciousness of
Protestantism. Modern law, Weber argued, is the i'nstitutionalization
of the Protestant notion of calling, it provides for the secular
anchoring of the structures of moral consciousness. This description
of law is inconsistent with Weber's claim that law is intrinsically
strategically rational. If Weber is to maintain his thesis that
Protestantism leads to the expansion of capitalism and the
establishment of strategically determined modern law, he must give
up the claim that a commitment to Protestantism involves a form of
religious morality. If Protestantism is viewed as having a moral-
practical intent, its secular institutionalization in law would reflect its
moral nature. This does not mean that modern law would not lead to
the expansion of capitalism. It does mean, however, that its

establishment is at least to some extent morally motivated by the
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ethical demands of Protestantism. Given this moral motivation, both
particular laws and the legal system in general must be morally
justified. Such justification is necessarily normative, not strategic.
Weber's empiricist reconstruction of the law leaves no room for its
normative justification and contradicts his claim that it embodies the
ethical thrust of Protestantism.

Habermas argues that there is an additional incoherence in
Weber'é understanding of modern law. As law evolves, it takes on
its specifically modern shape, which Weber argued was a shape
characterized first,by an increased positivity which relies on a
legislated authority supported by a judiciary, second,by an increased
legalism which regulates behaviors rather than. addressing the
morality of motives, and third,by an increased formality which
proscribes what cannot be done, not what should be done.l4 As
these features of modern law become more pronounced, Habermas
claims that the legal sphere becomes more and more detached from
the authority of traditions. This detachment from traditions means
- that an autonomous foundation must be provided in order to ground
the normative validity of the legal sphere. According to Habermas,
only at the postconventional level of moral consciousness is such a

foundation possible.

Moral consciousness can satisfy such a
requirement only at the
postconventional level. It is here that
there first emerges the idea that legal
norms are in principle open to criticism
and in need of justification; the
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distinction between norms and
principles of action; the concept of
producing norms according to principles;
the notion of rational agreement on
normatively binding rules(as well as that
of a compact that first makes contractual
relations possible); the insight into the
connection between the universality and
justifiability of legal norms; the concept
of the abstract legal subject's general
competency, that of the law-giving
power of subjectivity; and so forth.!5

Once the legal sphere is separated out from the religious sphere or
even from ethical claims that are based and defended by traditions,
the entire legal sphere requires a justification which does not rely on
the authority of a church, of custom or, if the law is understood to
apply to all equally, on domination. |

In his discussions of natural law theory, Weber seems to
suggest that this need for justification can be satisfied by appealing
to a notion of legality. If a law comes about through legitimate
procedures, then it can be considered to be legitimate, for it is the
correctness of the procedure enacted the law which confers its
legitimacy. As Habermas points out, this is not a very happy
argument as it is definitely circular: "The belief in legality can
produce legitimacy only if we already presuppose the legitimacy of
the legal order that lays down what is legal."16 Belief in the legality
of a law is simply not enough to satisfy a demand for legitimacy.
Weber thought habit or custom supplied the lack, like many of the
things that we do habitually for long forgotten reasons. With this

argument,however, the possibility for justification of laws disappears
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like a rabbit in a wizard's hat.

This critique of Weber's characterization of modern law is
crucial for Habermas's reevaluation of the moral potential of
modernity. At the heart of his critical appropriation of Weber's
theory of modernity is the claim that though the modern spheres of
the legal and the moral are distinct, nonetheless, "the law must be
complemented by a morality grounded on principles."l17 Thus the
evolution of modern law also involves the evolution of a moral-
practical rationality characterized by the ability to offer, to
understand, and to be guided by abstract and universal principles. It
is only when Weber's theory of social rationalization is recast in
terms of a communicative model of rationality that the moral
underpinnings of modern law appear. Social institutions and
interactions can only be adequately comprehended if their normative
bases are recognized and reconstructed, and Habermas argues that
these norms are to be found embedded in language which is the
medium of all social action.

While Weber, Adorno, and Horkheimer share an unrelentingly
negative view of modernity, Habermas's is more sanguine, though in
no sense naive. Habermas locates norms in the structure of linguistic
interaction and derives a communicative ethic from an analysis of
these norms, but never forgets that both moral consciousness and
legal institutions in which norms are embedded are open to change
and are fragile; the autonomy of the moral is never completely

secure and might at any time be co-opted by the encroachment of



35

money, power, or bureaucracy. In order to better describe the
multiple spheres of reality of the modern world, Habermas replaces
Weber's model of strategic action with a theoretical framework
integrating Piaget's genetic structuralism with a communicative
model of action. Considered in this light the process of the

disenchantment of the world

can be seen as structurally parallel to
the shift which Piaget observed in
children from an "egocentric”
consciousness to a "decentered” one.
Disenchantment thus signifies a
breakdown of a  "sociocentric”
consciousness of a seamless magical-
mythical world and the construction of a
decentered consciousness which
recognizes clear demarcations between
the natural, social and subjective worlds.
The demarcation of formal world
concepts also means increasing
recognition of the differentiated system
of validity claims corresponding to the
three worlds.!8

The modern world that Habermas describes is multi-dimensional and
complex. It is a world unlike mythical or religious worlds in that no
single paradigm can render it meaningful. While Weber saw the lack
of a theoretically and practically unified world as an ironic tragedy,
Habermas views the process of the differentiation of spheres,
particularly those of law and of morality, and the cognitive

structures they reflect, as having an emancipatory potential.

The potential for emancipation is rooted in the increased
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reflexivity of social and political norms. At one point in time, the
authority of religion or myth could be appealed to in support of a
normative claim. When these traditional sources of authority are
vacated, other grounds for asserting the truth or rightness of a claim
must be found. Modernity's disentangling of the three worlds of the
natural, the social and the subjective forces us to determine to which
world the claim corresponds, and then to seek to substantiate the
claim with the criteria appropriate for that world. Part of what the
learning process which results from the increased rationalization of
the world involves is the ability to recognize that empirical questions
about the way the world is are answered by an appeal to an ideal of
scientific truth; questions about tHe social world must be answered
by appeals to an intersubjectively legitimated and rationally argued
set of norms; and questions about the character of individuals must
be answered by references to the sincerity and the authenticity of
self-presentation demonstrated in past and future behaviors. The
collapse of a monolithic world view and the distinction of different
spheres with different value systems which the process of
rationalization brings about allows for a greater reflexivity and,
Habermas argues, an enhancement of individual and social learning

processes.

It does this because it provides actors
with the .conceptual means of
constructing a reflexive or self-critical
perspective; that 1is, the "categorial
scaffolding” constituted by the system of
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three world relations and corresponding
validity claims makes possible an
articulated consideration and evaluation
of alternative interpretations of what is
the case, what is legitimate and what is
authentic self-expression. It is this
complex, multidimensional Ilearning
potential of modernity that Habermas
wants to emphasize, not just the
mastering of formal, operational modes
of cognition, leading to the capacity to do
science and technology.l?

By expanding Weber's concept of rationalization so that it includes
moral development as well as technological advances, Habermas can
argue that the evolution of modern societies involves a series of
learning processes which lead to the institutionalization of a
rationally grounded notion of law and an increased potential for
post-conventional moral thinking.

In sections two and three I will specify what Habermas means
by post-conventional morality, as well as taking up the question of
how this morality shapes Habermas's concept of justice. In this
sectioh, I have attempted only to show how, by returning to Weber's
theory of rationalization and re-working it, Habermas has opened up
the possibility that the process of rationalization brings advances in
the moral-practical realm as well as in the scientific realm. In his
description, the rationalization of modernity can be thought of as "a
bidimensional learning process (cognitive/technical and
moral/practical) the stages of which can be described structurally
and ordered according to a developmental logic."20 While modern

societies carry with them the potential for realizing a more rational



38

and thus more moral social order,2! that potential must be realized
by individuals in their private lives as well as institutionalized in
law, state administration, and politics. Habermas is very aware that
there are enormous obstacles to be overcome in order for modernity
to realize its moral potential. These arise not so much from the fact
that we are, as Kant thought, a race of devils, but rather because the
subsystems of money and power are often on.a collision course with
the ideals of emancipation. In order for morality to remain
autonomous, it must be freed from the functional imperatives of the
social subsystems steered in the direction of increasing the wealth
and power of an economic and political elite. The more .the demands
of the market determine social policy, the more unlikely it is that
these policies will reflect the generalizable interests which are the
mark of justice.22

A complete exposition of Habermas's complex analysis of the
tendency of the modern state to be exclusively motivated by the
need to secure the conditions necessary for continued economic
growth would be a dissertation in itself and will not be undertaken
here. What can be noted here is his diagnosis that the modern
industrial states' effort to secure continued growth, while at the same
time legitimating its economic. policies in the language of a universal
justice, forces the state to administratively intervene in the lifeworld.
Political decisions, uncoupled from moral practical considerations, are
then recast in a non-political language and are presented as

essentially technical issues, best dealt with by a league of "experts,"
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whom Weber so memorably referred to as "Specialists without
spirit."23  These administrative incursions prompted by the economic
or administrative crises of the welfare state become more frequent
and more extensive; the distinction between public and private
constantly shifts and the bureaucratic arm of the state grows longer.
While state intervention is not necessarily undesirable, when the
public perceives the government as an entity over which they have
little control, and as a bureaucracy not responsive to its perception of
its needs, its increasing presence is often felt to be oppressive and
the public's alienation from it increases. Habermas recognizes that
while there is no easy solution to the problems which face the
modern welfare state, a re-working of the ideal of participatory
democracy and its attendant notion of justice is essential if we are
not to give way to a political nihilism. In pointing to the lopsided
development of rationality which favored technological advance and
neglected the potential for the institutionalization of higher forms of
morality, Habermas points to the basis for a hope that the modern
state can be not only technically proficient, but morally legitimate as
well.
B. Habermas' Theory of Moral Development: Kohlberg and Mead
Obviously, much rests on Habermas's ethics., on what he means
by morality at the personal as well as as the social level. I now
examine Habermas's theory of the individual's social and moral
development, returning to the question of how morality is socially

institutionalized in the final section of this chapter. In the preceding
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section, I argued that Habermas's reconstruction of Weber's theory of
rationality is part of a massive theoretical undertaking -which, if
successful, will lend credence to the argument that the legitimacy of
moral-practical claims can be grounded in a theory of communicative
rationality. He argues that the social evolution of the West includes
developments in moral thinking; just as individuals progress through
cognitive stages, moving from less adequate to more adequate ways
of moral thinking and acting, so too societies embody different levels
of moral thinking in their political institutions and in the
intersubjective relations that typify the general level of their moral
development. In this section I will take up Habermas's claim that
the evolution of morality is essentially linked to communicative
action governed by intersubjectively constituted and recognized
norms. I will then consider his view that the norms operative in a
society, and the way they are justified, can be used as a measure for
assessing the general moral level achieved by any given society.
Habermas must first persuade us that moral development is
essentially social. that social interaction and role-taking skills are
essential for the evolution of a sense of self and an awareness of
others. Obviously he must also be able to persuade us that the
criteria he uses to assess the moral competence of an individual, or
the general level of moral development of a society as a whole, do
not merely reflect a white male, Western preoccupation with
rationality and are not merely the ethnocentric formulations of an

heir to that specific and dominant tradition.
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Habermas's argument must convince us that moral thinking is
marked by a progression through stages which reflect ever more
adequate moral thought and are truly universally valid, i.e., valid for
individuals in all cultures. In addition, Habermas must persuade us
that morality and the conception of rationality as abstract thought
favored since Plato are essentially related. In the Kohlberg section of
this chapter, I will take up specific questions about the internal logic
of moral stage theories and consider as well problems encountered
by theories which focus exclusively on moral thinking and exclude
concepts of moral feeling and character from their characterization of
morality. Before turning to these questions, however, it is important
to take up the question of the social component of the development
of the moral self.

1. Mead's Theory of the Social Formation of Identity

Habermas's theory of moral identity is, in part, the result of his
critical appropriation of Mead's account of the intersubjective
constitution of self-identity. Habermas's rereads Mead through the
linguistic lens of Wittgenstein, Austin, and Searle, a philosophical
viewpoint with which Mead would have felt comfortable,
emphasizing as it does language as the medium of socialization.
Habermas's linguistic turn, as it has been called, signifies a break
with philosophies of consciousness which, from Augustine on, have
focused on the intellectual and spiritual attributes of the individual.
Juxtaposed to this intellectual self has been a physical self that acts

by appropriating the natural world and re-fashioning it to suit
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convenience or to satisfy an aesthetic impulse. Habermas maintains
that neither the technical or the aesthetic model of appropriation
adequately captures the significance of social interaction which
requires us to step outside the model of the monological self and
recognize that not only our identities, but our cognitive capacities,
including those relevant to moral decision making, are socially

constituted. We are not first individuals and then social agents who

relate to others; personal identity is essentially social identity and
thus the constitution of the self is concomitant with the establishment
of relationships in the context of a shared lifeworld. Habermas shares
Mead's belief that we become an I through social interaction or, as
Benhabib puts it, "The philosophy of consciousness puts the cart
before the horse: it attempts to ground sociation (Vergesellschaftung)
on individuation, whereas individuation proceeds under conditions of
sociation alone."24

Mead reconstructs the structures of consciousness by analyzing
first the symbolically and then the linguistically mediated interaction
of individuals. Language, Mead argues (as does Habermas), is the
medium of the socialization of individuals. We come to understand
our selves and others through language, and it is language which
coordinates social activity. Mead traces the evolution of linguistic
interaction, beginning with an analysis of the use of gestures and
ending with an account of symbolically mediated interaction. The
account of Mead which follows will focus on its significance for

Habermas's theory of communicative action.
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Habermas is interested in Mead's work for several reasons,
most importantly, however, because of Mead's insistence that the self
is formed not only in a web of social relations, but through a
relationship with other selves. Our interpretive systems, our use of
language, our socially constructed notion of what it means to be a self,
and our customs and values all point to the intrinsically
intersubjective character of identity formation. We become who we
are through the process of learning to take up roles, especially by
taking up the role of what Mead calls the generalized other. The
generalized other is an abstract self that we learn to construct as we
interact with specific others based on what we learn to be the
distillation of what is essentially human. We learn to understand the
beliefs and claims of others by reconstructing an already socially
constructed world from the perspective of a neutral observer,
distancing ourselves from our particularity in an attempt to see the
world from a more universal perspective.

Mead's analysis moves from the beginnings of language in
gestures to the employment of a grammatically complete language.
As language evolves, so too do complex social roles and contexts
which require that both speaker and hearer, or ego and alter,
understand not only the meaning of words, but also the social context
in which the meaning of utterances are embedded. Gestures become
symbols as they are transformed from having merely a particular
meaning for a single individual to having a meaning which both

participants in a conversation share. Responses are no longer

.
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automatic reactions to stimulus, but are the result of communicating
in a way that can be understood by both , or, as Habermas puts it,
reflect the communicative intent of both speaker and hearer, ego and
alter. The transition to symbolically-mediated interaction makes it
possible for participants in conversation to "take up the attitude of
the other" in the sense of anticipating that the hearer will share the
speaker's understanding of the meaning of the gestures or words
used. Communicative partners view each other as social beings who
have acquired the competence required for understanding the
meaning of words and the rules for linguistic interaction, and who
have mastered a complicated set of actions and reactions.

In order to grasp what this means, one need only think of a
small child playing at speaking on the telephone, alternatively taking
up the role of speaker and hearer. In order for the child to play out a
telephone conversation, he or she must have more or less mastered
the turn-taking a conversation requires, must have some grasp that,
in order to find out something from the other, one must ask a
question and then allow for the question to be answered and. Even
by the age of two or so, if one listens to a child play telephone, the
extent to which she or he observes the conventional etiquette of
telephoning is astonishing. Even a young child grasps that typical
telephone conversations are begun with the initiator of the call
speaking first, issuing a greeting of some sort, and ended by either of
the conversants with some kind of socially recognized closing. At a

certain level of development, the child will also be able to take up the
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position of an observer, relating to a playmate the content of the
telephone exchange, while maintaining an identity distinct from the
two fictitious characters, or, to put it in Habermas's idiom, the child at
this point is able to take up the role of "the neuter." Obviously, the
abilities displayed by children in their games of telephone are the
rudimentary skills needed to actually engage in successful
conversations.

Mead and Habermas do not claim that the social skills they
describe are the only ones necessary for a child to play telephone.
There are also essential cognitive skills which a child must have
mastered in addition to the social skills involved in role taking. In
order to use language effectively, the child must have learned at least
some part of an objective meaning structure which assures that their
use of language is a socially shared use, i.e., which assures that they
are speaking a form of the language which meets at least minimal
standardization requirements necessary to speak in a way that can be
generally understood. While acknowledging the extensive cognitive
structures that successful language use involves, Mead and Habermas
are more interested in the the relation of language acquisition to the
constitution of an intersubjectively defined self than they are in the
cognitive mechanics involved in learning how objects, concepts and
words are related. That is, they focus their attention on the
intersubjective context in which the cognitive ability to relate words
to objects, and to connect objects with ideas, takes place.

It is in a world of multiple selves that egos are formed as the
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child recognizes the boundaries between the self,the other, and the
world. The developing child learns to take up the attitude of the
other, understanding this other to be a member of a social group who
understands and uses language in the context of that group. The
meaning of the other's utterances must be interpreted through the
social context to which the meaning of his or her utterances are tied.
The child learns to expect that the other will respond to a situation in
a particular way, not because it is simply customary that he or she do
so, but because they ought to respond in a particular way. We learn
to attach significance not only to what is said, but to who says it
because there are social roles which confer the right upon the
individuals who hold them to demand certain kinds of behavior.
Learning to understand, to use, and to respond to language requires
not only the ability to decipher the meaning of words, and the
behavior which these words call for, but it also means learning how to
recognize and take up social roles. These roles range from the
already quite complex speaker-hearer roles which we alternatively
take up in conversation, to the nuanced roles affected by social
rankirigs based on legal status, power, prestige, class, force, racial
distinctions, gender roles and so forth.

This ability to take up and recognize social roles is essential to
Mead's theory of identity formation and is at the center of his theory
of language. Habermas notes that Mead's principal concern is with
the role playing crucial for identity formation, especially to the extent

that mastering social roles and engaging in social discourse involves
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recognizing and putting forward normative claims. Furthermore, as a
competent social being, one is expected to recognize the basis for the
legitimacy of normative claims and to be ready to defend any
normative claims that one raises. In early stages of development,
children learn to obey their caretakers because it fulfills a pattern of
mutual expectation along the lines of "I'll scratch your back and you
scratch mine." Eventually, the child comes to recognize that both
caretaker and child are acting in the context of a socially defined
relationship which to some extent dictates the behaviors of those
involved. That is to say, actions in a relationship are seen as
complimentary, and as socially determined. The caretaker expects
certain behavior from a child and the child eventually learns that
these expectations can be discovered by taking up the attitude of the
other towards him or herself. It is also in the course of this process
that children learn to articulate their desires and interpret their
needs. Children learn what it means to want something as well as
learning to express their desires to those who might be in a position
to fulfill them.

The relationship between adult and child is not an equal one.
Caretakers are in a position of authority and children in one of
dependence. As the child comes to be aware of a generalized set of
expectations that define caretaker-child roles, the child also comes to
see that the sanctions which accompany failing to meet the
expectations of the caretaker are also generalized. The child learns to

think of the caretaker as a parent or guardian whose actions can be
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understood as appropriate to the role of a caretaker or guardian. The
child learns to internalize these socially generalized sanctions, as

Freud and Mead both realized :

these patterns of behavior become
detached from the content-bound
intentions and speech acts of individuals
persons and take on the external shape
of social norms insofar as the sanctions
connected with them are internalized
through taking the attitude of the other,
that is to say, to the degree that they
are taken into the personality and
thereby rendered independent of the
sanctioning power of concrete reference
persons.25

In other words, we first learn to fulfill the demands of another
because they have the authority to invoke sanctions against us if we
do not fulfill their demands. At a later stage, we come to have a
sense of the normative quality of the relationéhip between adults and
the children in their care and come to recognize that these roles are at
least in part, socially defined. Having recognized this, we are
eventually able to imaginatively switch sides, to analyze the
caretaker's behavior, first from the perspective of a child in a socially
prescribed relationship, and then imaginatively take up the attitude
of the adult toward the child (children learn to play that they are
their caretakers and they address themselves as such).

Following Mead, Habermas argues that is is only when children
extend the potential of their role taking skills to include all members

of a social group that they can be said to have truly grasped the
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concept of a socially generalized pattern of behavior. It is only then
that a child is capable of taking up the position Mead calls the
generalized other. Taking up the role of the generalized other
requires children not only to take up the perspective of other
participants, but also to objectify the reciprocal interconnections
among them by taking up the role of an uninvolved observer.

It is only when a child is able to take up the position of the
generalized other that he or she can begin to grasp the
intersubjectively grounded character of norms and their affect on
behavior and to realize that social roles involve normative
expectations about behavior. In the course of