
WHAT IS EMANCIPATION FOR 
HABER MAS? 

What emancipation means is related to 
the subjection from which the enslaved are 
released. Does the constraining situation in­
tend to gain control over others, or is it 
simply a temporarily confused and rela­
tively simple situation to correct? Is there 
anything like necessary control for the sake 
of reaching goals? Most importantly, what 
is the extent of emancipation? Is it restricted 

· to an arbitrary, unguided, "freedom-from" 
sense, or is it an emancipation which both 
frees and enfranchises the former prisoners? 

An interest ih freedom presupposes some 
presently restraining condition. The aim of 
this essay is to show several of the senses 
and implications of Jiirgen Habermas's un­
derstanding and use in his works of the idea 
.of emancipation. I propose to do this by 
examining four transitional phases of the 
emancipation process: from domination to 
exploitation; from exploitation to alienation; 
from alienation to liberation; and from lib­
eration to emancipation. Against Habermas, 
I conclude that emancipation is a cyclical 
process, referring to the progressive realiza­
tions and developments of humanity over 
time. 

FROM DOMINATION TO 
EXPLOITATION 

Employment vs. Use 

Habermas' s central distinction between 
instrumental and communicative action 
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does not address the issue of whether control 
(rule, direction, guidance) should operate 
in society-it is simply given that such con­
trol does operate . Instead, Habermas fo­
cuses on what will count as the proper exer­
cise of such control. Exploitation is a par­
ticular kind of domination: some person, 
event, system, etc., may dominate others 
without necessarily exploiting them, but 
every instance of exploitation requires some 
antecedent condition of domination. Dom­
ination is ruling control; exploitation is 
domination specified by instrumentality. 
That domination can move in either a 
monological (instrumental) or dialogical 
(communicative) direction shows use has 
both a positive and a negative sense. In 
contexts emphasizing the process over re­
sults , where the means are as important and 
valuable as the ends sought, the concept of 
use has an affirmative sense of employment. 
Its foremost idea is one of engagement, 
selection, and responsibility. In those situ­
ations where the goal is more important than 
the way it is secured, and ends vindicate 
means, use shows its nullifying acceptation 
of manipulation, with the leading connota­
tions of instrumental, coercive, and often 
fradulent handling of others for one's own 
a1ms . 

These positive and negative senses of use 
structure Haberman's contrast of com­
municative with instrumental action. Walter 
Benjamin's incisive remarks in "The Work 
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of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc­
tion" highlight the difference between these 
two senses with respect to the impact of 
technology upon art, particularly in his dis­
cussion of stage plays versus screen films. 1 

Before the invention of machines, peoele 
sought to secure their various goals in life, 
whether in the scientific-cognitive, aesthe­
tic-expressive, or moral-practical sphere, in 
more or less purposive instead of manipula­
tive ways. In order to satisfy a self-interest, 
one had to treat means with the same care 
and respect as one treated oneself. With the 
creation of machines, however, the rules of 
the game altered dramatically: now the ends/ 
means relationship is opened up to another 
level of interaction, and means are now 
either interpersonal or mechanical or some 
combination of the two. The problem this 
change raises is twofold: first, recognizing 
both instrumentation and communication as 
inherent within human activity; and second, 
developing an ability for distinguishing the 
activity of subjects with other subjects from 
the activity of subjects with objects for the 
sake of appreciating the unique significance 
of other selves. According to Benjarn,in, 
human beings both attentively contemplate 
and habitually appropriate their world . 2 

Exploitation: Acting Instrumentally 

Failing to differentiate communicative 
from instrumental action transforms domi­
nation into exploitation. The rise of techni­
cal power reduces rationality to a single-val­
ued dimension: results and only results jus­
tify the means used to secure them. The 
content spontaneity gives to human be­
havior is lost to the structure imposed upon 
it through the discipline of categorical types. 
Whereas practical power acts in a variety 
of ways, technical power acts myopically 
and, in contrast with total consciousness, 
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incoherently. 3 Habermas specifically re­
jects instrumental action for those cases cal­
ling for dialogical action. 

The intentions of the Enlightenment, he 
says, shifted the balance of value between 
ends and means to the side of ends. The 
counter-move against this shift has been to 
discard the means/ends relationship as an 
altogether fruitless distinction. This ex­
plains why he identifies purposive rational­
ity with instrumental rationality, "which 
only serves the interest of self-preserva­
tion." Prior to its instrumentalization, 

' reason recognizes the difference between 
what serves self-interests and "that which 
claims validity. "4 This is suspicious: what 
does Habermas consider to "claim validity" 
in a way different from the validity of self­
interests? He suggests not everything claim­
ing validity serves only those interests; some 
actions may be legitimate even if no interest 
is served. But this avoids the issue; while 
rightly claiming self-interests (needs) are 
not the sole criteria for what counts as valid, 
Habermas fails to show the other conditions 
of legitimacy. 

Exploitation for Habermas is instrumen­
tal (monological, extrinsic) and not purpo­
sive (either extrinsic or intrinsic) action. The 
next section will show how such exploita­
tion sets the stage for alienation, how one 
can gain a sense of control without necessar­
ily attaining one of meaning . 

FROM EXPLOITATION TO 
ALIENATION 

Alienation presents four important as­
pects: (1) there is some kind of withdrawal 
or separation (2) of a person or the person's 
affections (3) from some object, position, 
situation, etc. (4) to which the person was 
formerly attached . David Held says Haber­
mas claims positivism was unable to see 



any methods of research other than "those 
utilized to gain objectified processes of na­
ture. "5 Interaction now has two levels, the 
level of a subject with another like itself, 
another subject, versus one of a subject with 
another unlike itself, an object in the sense 
understood in the philosophical tradition. 
The focus shifts from that there is interaction 
to what kind of interaction takes place. This 
shift draws a difference within conscious­
ness of two kinds of reasoning: empirical 
(subject/object) versus transcendental (sub­
ject/subject) interaction. By concentrating 
upon the other as something unlike itself, 
self-consciousness identifies itself by means 
of what is outside itself, what is "alien" to 
it. The so-called "subjective" factors of in­
quiry, viz . inclinations, tendencies, prefer­
ences, interests, are discounted as being too 
volatile for the stability knowledge requires . 
Reasoning "infected" by such factors "is 
henceforth itself discredited as dogmatic. "6 

Technology has established this split even 
more firmly in consciousness . The fragmen­
tation and immobility of passivity that con­
sciousness feels about itself Benjamin de­
tails again in the contrast of the stage actor 
with the screen actor. In a film the camera 
separates an actor both from an audience 
and from himself because of the ways a 
camera transforms the performance. In a 
stage play, the actor is more responsible for 
the unity and integrity of the performance 
the public sees. Besides this, the stage actor 
can guide and direct the performance by 
looking for and responding to the cues the 
audience gives in its reactions to him. Not 
so for the screen star. The performance the 
audience sees is beyond the actor's control, 
and the role of the audien ..:e is reduced from 
the dialogical interaction of the theatre play 
to a mono logical one of passive reception . 7 

This reduction creates a separation between 
actor and audience: the two are less intimate 

with one another. Reason experiences a 
similar withdrawal in itself once mediating 
reflection (analysis or "thinking") gains an 
advantage over immediately "lived" experi­
ence (synthesis or "feeling"). What was val­
uable about pre-scientific understanding 
disappeared with the erection of the context 
of scientific understanding. 

Thoughts Without Content 

Overcoming this domination is not solved 
by simply returning to the earlier way of 
living, to acting instrumentally with objects 
and communicatively with persons . The En­
lightenment made it possible to learn how 
to act instrumentally with persons (an unfor­
tunate lesson) but not how to act com­
municatively with objects. Consciousness's 
"natural" tendency was to force phenomena 
to submit to it; now consciousness had to 
force itself in order for phenomena to affect 
it, to restrain itself from exploiting its sur­
roundings. The impulse of consciousness to 
dominate phenomena beyond its control is 
what allows alienation to come about. 
Meaninglessness is the hollowness Kant 
called "thoughts without content." 

If positivism and like-minded procedures 
lead ultimately to meaninglessness, what 
can be done to save the content of experi­
ence without losing some of its structure? 
Garbis Kortian says Habermas suggests the 
following: 

If there is to be an adequation, in 
the dialectic sense, between theory 
and object, it is necessary to pre­
serve the multitude of historical and 
cultural predeterminations of the 
social object in question .... Experi­
ence reduced to observation cannot 
take the place of reflection which 
recognizes the predeterminations of 
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the social object in a prescientific 
moment of understanding . 8 

Such reflection recognizes the object's pre­
scientific determinations as well as its scien­
tific ones. Recognizing only its historical 
and cultural aspects at the expense of the 
scientific commits the same mistake 
positivism makes, albeit in a different way. 
Meaning has less to do with either open-en­
dedness or closure in and of themselves than 
it has to do with the tension of the conflict 
between them. 

While recognizing knowledge as content 
and context, Habermas gives it a fundamen­
tal identification, namely, that the scientific 
is the focus of an other-than-scientific (his­
torical, cultural, aesthetic, etc.) frame­
work. 9 Now what is it about "knowledge" 
that we cannot thematize another of the 
usual background spheres and "return" the 
scientific-cognitive realm to its surround­
ings? The relation between content and con­
text is a one/many matter. The frame is an 
opposite of the focus as a totality of other 
possible focal points. In this way, the focus 
of one framework can be given up for some 
other center of attention, relegating the 
former center to its background. 

In "Program of the Coming Philosophy," 
Benjamin reveals what is involved in the \ 
radical turn from knowledge as the value to 
knowledge as a value. From the beginnings 
of the philosophical tradition to the present, 
experience as a whole has been conceived 
only as an object of "real knowledge." 
Gradual differences within the whole mark 
experience (empirical consciousness) into 
various types. Those differences are also of 
value as much as they are of types. Because 
of this, Benjamin claims, one of the leading 
responsibilities of the philosophy to come 
will be "to determine the true criteria for 
differentiating between the values of the 
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various types of consciousness." 10 

So long as science recognizes that role 
its knowledge-constitutive interests play in 
its interpretation of its surroundings, so long 
as it remembers its understanding is only 
one of an indefinite number of possible ex­
planations, Habermas says, 11 one can re­
frain from reducing their lifeworld to an 
empty, meaningless husk. Because human 
interests are not animal instincts, it is 
possible to circumvent the void- illusion 
and knowledge are meaningful insofar as 
each affirms the other's presence. The next 
section will consider how Kant's "Coperni­
can revolution" tries to make it possible for 
consciousness to liberate itself from its self­
alienating ways. 

FROM ALIENATION TO 
LIBERATION 

Kant's turn to the function of subjectivity 
inverted the experience of knowledge: con­
sciousness shrugged off its submissiveness 
as a passive receiver of phenomena acting 
upon it, only to become the agent of power, 
dominating and controlling phenomena. 
Consciousness's need to explain pheno­
mena was overtaken by its need to decide 
them. The control phenomena wield in the 
experience of knowing over consciousness 
had been overshadowed by consciousness's 
discovery of its own ability to rule over 
phenomena. By making this move within 
and about epistemological inquiry, Kant 
"introduced a theoretical margin of manoeu­
vre" which Habermas uses to outline his 
proposal of epistemology as a social 
theory. 12 

On Choice 

By recognizing the power of choice as 
another valid and valuable starting point in 
a program of methodological inquiry, Kant 



made it possible for reason to overcome the 
dogmatism rampant in metaphysics. With 
this, Habermas argues, the distinctly mod­
em task of reflection became one of guiding 
and directing the human community in so­
cial progress. Up to and including the pre­
sent, societal modernization has been 
guided for the most part by economic and 
administrative (i.e., instrumental) standards 
of reasoning. In order to make a new link 
between culture and everyday praxis, 
Habermas claims the ways society has been 
modernized since the time of the Enlighten­
ment must be redirected. Otherwise, hu­
manity faces the consequences of giving it­
self over "to the imperatives of an almost 
autonomous economic system and its ad­
ministrative complements. " 13 

An analogous redirection is already un­
derway in contemporary philosophical in­
vestigations of language. 14 The barren re­
sults of positivistic language analysis have 
convinced most either to abandon it or seri­
ously modify its aims. Contexts of aesthetic 
expression and ethical purposes have joined 
the traditional interest in ontology. Lan­
guage research is now concerned with what 
a speaker is speaking about, and how the 
speaker speaks about it, and also what aim 
or intention the speaker has in view. 

Realizing the dogmatism of philosophical 
inquiry carries with itself positive and nega­
tive consequences. On the positive side, rec­
ognizing no single account must be given 
once and for all for a given investigation 
keeps the investigation open to other worth­
while and valuable explanations. Unfortu­
nately, this advantage entails an undesirable 
disadvantage. By keeping the investigation 
open , it is difficult (if not impossible) to 
satisfy the examiner's need for the security 
of closure. Also, inquirers often assume any 
explanation, no matter how inane or ludicr­
ous, warrants serious consideration. Carry-

ing this assumption to the extreme paves 
the way for philosophical medicine shows, 
recommending entertaining mystery stories 
however fraudulent they may be . There is 
more than one way of interpreting a situa­
tion- but some interpretations are better 
than others. 

The opposite extreme of dogmatism is 
decisionism, theories attempting to encom­
pass the process of making choices between 
alternatives by way of quantification. Be­
cause of this, Habermas believes, the differ­
ences between various ways of acting are 
reduced to the point of elimination, and ra­
tional choice is now presented with what 
appears as functionally equivalent 
means. 15 What is responsible for the reduc­
tion of difference is the standard of economy 
of thought, leveling each choice the stan­
dard accepts, and rejecting all other pos­
sibilities. The dogmatism of a single stan­
dard like economy of thought can only be 
overcome by adding other measures of value 
and significance to it. 

Between the extremes of dogmatic and 
decisionistic theories exist other life criteria. 
As a matter of logical consistency, these 
criteria are inconsistent. As a whole, human 
society values both kindness and cruelty, 
confidence but not conceit, assertiveness 
but not arrogance. The emergence of the 
technological capacity for mass reproduc­
tion has obliterated the difference between 
conformity and originality. Benjamin 
rightly points out how technical reproduci­
bility has more or less ignored the concept 
of authenticity altogether. Part of what made 
an original valuable was its limited accessi­
bility, restricted to certain times and places. 
The value of originality is reduced in pro­
portion to the number of places (both spatial 
and temporal) reproduction makes reach­
able. 16 A capacity for quantitative increase 
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thus exposes humanity to the danger of qual­
itative decrease. 

Intuitions Without Concepts 

Kant's revolutionary theory, while liber­
ating subjectivity from the domination of 
phenomena, falls short of the Habermasian 
view of emancipation. The self is free but 
disenfranchised, deprived of something 
worthwhile about the previously submissive 
relationship .. Possible content for meaning 
is realized, but the realization blinds con­
sciousness to the manifold ways such con­
tent can be structured and directed. This is 
feeling at the expense of thinking , intuitions 
without concepts, blind freedom. Moder­
nity's Enlightenment intentions, says 
Habermas, have led the spheres of science, 
morality, and art to gain autonomy through 
elitist cultures of expertise. The ensuing re­
volts against such elitism dissipated the uni­
queness and authenticity those spheres had 
gained, attempting to leave everyday life an 
undifferentiated chaos. The question to an­
swer today is: "should we try to hold on to 
the intentions of the Enlightenment, ... or 
shoulrl we declare the entire project of mod­
ernity a lost cause?" 17 

In order to conteract the fragmentation 
freedom brings, Habermas suggests looking 
for as many connections as can be found 
both within and between the various human 
spheres in the medium of communication. 
The cultural impoverishment experienced 
today, he explains, cannot be displaced by 
attending to any single cultural sphere (such 
as has been attempted through art) since this 
opens up only one specific complex of 
knowledge. 18 While liberation is a neces­
sary part of the process of emancipation, it 
is not identical with it. Intuitions need 
thought, concepts need content: once these 
hypostatized axes of consciousness, v1z. 
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thinking and feeling, recognize their mutual 
need of one another, emancipation (in 
Habermas's view) is possible . The follow­
ing section will show how Habermas be­
lieves the recognition of thinking's and feel­
ing's mutual necessity can come about, and 
how he illuminates this possibility through 
an analogy to his leading example of 
psychoanalysis. 

FROM LIBERATION TO 
EMANCIPATION 

How Concepts Gain Content: 
Acting Communicatively 

The dogmatism reason came to recognize 
through self-criticism had always, for better 
or worse, the strength of its convictions. 
Dogmatic assertions were assertions of 
commitment, a compelling power of obliga­
tion and entrustment. What the critique of 
reason exposed was the entwinement of in­
tellect and will, and the immediate reaction 
was reason's endeavor to pull those two 
threads apart . What must be done, Haber­
mas argues, is modify this reaction, to dis­
cover what the critique of ideology "attacks 
as dogmatic, namely, the convergence of 
reason and commitment. " 19 

According to Kortian, for Habermas 

Philosophy is in essence Enlighten­
ment, in the sense that its concept 
of truth is preeminently a reflective 
experience of the false pursued with 
a view to emancipation from the 
constraints of untruth .... The iden­
tification of philosophical theory 
with emancipation . . . . compels 
[Habermas] to subject self-reflec­
tion to his concept of emancipatory 
cognitive interest. 20 



Kortian rightly points out how Habermas 
accepts the goals and motivations of the 
Enlightenment yet tries to circumvent the 
charges dogmatism brought against it, creat­
ing something of a neo-Enlightenment ap­
proach. Emancipation is typed as a "cogni­
tive interest," where the meaning of "cogni­
tive" has greatly expanded. "Constraints of 
untruth" operate within a truth-as-disclosure 
context, and reason regards "untruths" as 
obstructions to be surmounted. 

As an interest, the drive toward emanci­
pation can be described in two ways: as a 
theoretical construct in and of itself, and 
through the consequences following from 
the construct's application. According to 
Habermas, an interest is a primary align­
ment grounded upon particular basic condi­
tions of humanity's reproduction and self­
constitution. Habermas takes these condi­
tions to be work and interaction. 21 The con­
cept of interest, one must remember, is 
something theoretical related to life experi­
ence for the sake of underestanding it. Other 
theoretical moves, such as Habermas's con­
cept of the "ideal speech situation," are 
meant as strategies for outlining contexts 
where dialogical (communicative) activity 
is possible. The outlined communication 
background appears as a highly complex, 
deeply enriched web of intricate intercon­
nections every act of communication im­
plicitly presupposes, recognizes, and antici­
pates. 22 This complex web provides the 
conditions of the possibility of communica­
tion as well as of consensus. 

The concept of interest in theoretical dis­
cussion appears to have an uncompromis­
ingly strict "connecting" ability for recon­
structing "lived" experience into a unified, 
indivisible whole. This is like the holism 
phenomenology seeks behind a slogan like 
"consciousness is always consciousness of 
something ." With respect to the double-

tiered (monologic and dialogic) structure of 
conscious activity, interest links these levels 
in a triadic relationship of "fact" and two 
interpreters . Two of the connections of this 
relation are mono logical (of the interpreters 
to the "fact"), and the third is dialogical (of 
the interpreters to one another). Every in­
terpretation carries the marks an interpreter 
puts upon it. The danger of exclusively in­
dividual interpretations, such as relativism 
and arbitrariness, can be minimized by ad­
ditional dialogical connections between a 
participating subject (first interpreter) and 
a partner (second interpreter). The greater 
the number of participants (who, it is as­
sumed, agree to communicate [and not 
necessarily agree] with one another), the 
greater the likelihood of arriving at both 
rigorous and creative interpretations. The 
interaction of several persons mediates the 
reconstruction of experience. This recon­
struction Habermas refers to as understand­
ing and as communicative experience. 23 

Is something like "objectivity," theoreti­
cally speaking, possible? It is difficult to 
say, mainly because of an integrity 
philosophy and philosophers want to main­
tain in the relationship between reason and 
commitment. Society can resolve "facts" as 
matters of convention, and let this stand as 
"objectivity." But this blurs the distinction 
between object and interpretation, a neces­
sary distinction insofar as it guides and di­
rects one of the aspects of the program of 
inquiry. Hence a neutral, detached "ob­
server," even the one circumscribed by 
Habermas ' s ideal speech situation, is a 
myth . 24 Some suppose the crucial task of 
future philosophy is to settle upon either 
description or prescription as its true aim 
and purpose. In the long run, this too is 
self-destructive, since meaning, in both its 
uniqueness as well as in its universality, 

WHAT IS EMANCIPATION? 

201 



arises out of the conflict between proposals 
and discoveries . 

Emancipation, according to Habermas, 
is essentially the activity of understanding, 
the finding/forging of connections at the 
dialogical level of experience. To be blunt, 
emancipation is communicative action, liv­
ing both actively and reactively, critically 
and creatively, thinking as well as feeling . 
Understanding is an encompassing cogni­
tive mode, where intellectual assent and 
willful consent share equally valuable roles 
in the process of intersubjective acceptance 
in the medium of language. 25 The positive 
freedom bestowed through emancipation, a 
release from bondage endowed with the 
privileges and rights intrinsic to rationality, 
draws its meaning and significance exclu­
sively within the context of community and 
society. 

The triadic relation between object, self, 
and other makes it possible for Habermas 
to claim understanding consists in three 
kinds of agreement. He implicitly identifies 
these kinds by referring to the speaker's 
selection of an expression for the sake of 
reaching "an understanding [ 1] with a hearer 
[2] about something and thereby . . . [3] make 
himself understandable. "26 The first two 
kinds of agreement, between (1) speaker 
and hearer and (2) speaker and expression, 
fall within the monological!dialogical struc­
ture of conscious activity. The core of 
Habermas's concept of emancipation, how­
ever, has to do with understanding's third 
kind of agreement. For him, the essence of 
emancipation is the process of making one­
self understandable, to oneself and others, 
for the sake of overcoming obstacles stand­
ing in the way of realizing one's unique 
powers and abilities to their utmost limits. 
He illustrates the sort of struggle he feels 
must be undertaken with a theoretical ap-

PHILOSOPHY TODAY 

202 

praisal and discussion of the science of self­
reflection, psychoanalysis. 

Habermas and Psychoanalysis 

The philosophically novel and fruitful as­
pect of Habermas's discussion of psycho­
analysis within the context of critical theory 
is how the transcendental tum to self-reflec­
tion is taken up for the sake of how it can 
be used to make the emergence of a self 
over and against experience possible. The 
intentions of the Enlightenment had been 
led astray, and experience had come to be 
interpreted in very nearly exclusively mate­
rial ways, reaching the extreme inHume's 
impressions of sense. Benjamin tells how a 
sufficiently revised concept of knowledge 
necessarily demands a new concept of ex­
perience, "in accordance with the relation­
ship Kant has found between the two."27 

Now Kant had presupposed a knower knows 
himself, that the connections one finds or 
makes in experience assume one has an im­
plicit self-knowledge of one's own 
framework of operation . Habermas rightly 
brings this presupposition out. In this way, 
emancipation for Habermas is a matter of 
overcoming and mastering oneself through 
self-understanding. 

By examining the psychoanalytic model, 
Habermas suggests the domination from 
which one seeks emancipation is in a sense 
self-inflicted, the oppression one experi­
ences lies in the absence of one's under­
standing of oneself for the sake of success­
fully dealing with life. Communication is 
the fundamental condition for success be­
cause, though one can give public appear­
ances of coping with life by outwardly con­
forming with sanctioned expectations, a 
neurotic privately suffers from a communi­
cation disturbance within himself. 28 



Psychoanalysis, Habermas argues, shows 
there is more to language and understanding 
than their capacity rationally to reconstruct 
experience, an instrumental act. In addition 
to the value of the end, communication 
realizes means also have value in and of 
themselves, and even if some ends are not 
achieved, the means are no less worthwhile 
because of it. The key here is to realize and 
value the activity of experience without hav­
ing to justify it in terms of results. 

Habermas' s distinction between instru­
mental and communicative action is another 
way of talking about needs and desires. In­
strumental standards of societal interaction 
have come about because instrumentality is 
the minimum instance of communication . 
Some needs (such as self-preservation) de­
mand (and, arguably, rightly so) results be 
taken more seriously than the ways they are 
produced. This is not to say every action 
must reach (even have) some goal. With 
communicative action, Habermas suggests 
some actions are their own ends, and people 
do them not because they have to but be­
cause they want to do them. Living instru­
mentally is recognized as domination once 
one experiences the need for emancipa­
tion , 29 a paradoxical situation where one 
moves from the need to meet needs to a 
plane where one "needs" to satisfy desires, 
to validate oneself not for the sake of ends 
but in spite of them . This is the self's drive 
to put its spontaneity ahead of its calculabil­
ity, to live actively rather than reactively, 
to make desire life's sufficient condition. 

What does such a move do to the critical 
attitude of the Enlightenment project, to re­
sponsible reflection? While the possibility 
of interpretations becoming relative, arbi­
trary, and decisionistic exists, there is no 
necessary reason for them to become so . 
The demand for secure knowledge to anchor 
itself upon the in variance of nature (the faith 

featured in the concept of "natural law") is 
only partially discounted, insofar as the gen­
eration of a self's identity forms an in­
variance of its own, namely, of its life his­
tory. 30 The self's capacity to reflect upon 
and mediate the contraposed invariances 
shows proper interpretations (where "prop­
er" means due consideration of possible as­
pects) are in principle as incapable of "ab­
solute" arbitrariness as they are of any other 
dogmatic absolute . 

David Held gives an excellent account of 
how psychoanalysis inverts rational recon­
struction from its usual position as a sought 
after result into a means a self can use to 
overcome itself: 

Psychoanalysis presents a way of 
understanding neurosis as the con­
sequence of sequences of lawlike 
developments which act, prior to 
therapy, as a form of "second na­
ture" .... Explanation, in the form of 
a reconstructed life history, is used 
both to understand and overcome 
the pressures of second na­
ture .... Once the therapy has been 
successfully concluded and the pa­
tient is well, explanation of actions 
will coincide with the patient ' s own 
understanding and the process of 
explanation itself will become 
superfluous to the recovery of 
meaning. 31 

Knowledge and experience require some­
thing of a similar inversion. As concepts, 
instead of each trying to appropriate and 
subjugate the other for its own sake, each 
must come to recognize their complemen­
tarity . This understanding has to rebuild and 
recover forgotten connections, in order to 
conquer the opposition between knowledge 
and experience. Finally, once such a con-
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flict has been resolved, the understanding 
returns to the unthematic, pre-reflective 
background over and against which experi­
ence and knowledge have meaning, the 
background of communicative action. 

In psychoanalytic terms, Habermas 
means emancipation is a conscious resolu­
tion of conflicts, as opposed to the repres­
sion of conflicts unconsciously resolved. He 
argues Foucault's proposal to replace Marx 
and Freud's repression-emancipation model 
with a pluralistic one of power-discourse 
formations "can be differentiated according 
to their style and intensity" but cannot "be 
judged in terms of validity. "32 Habermas is 
quite obviously working from some criter­
ion for distinguishing valid resolutions from 
invalid ones. This can become a problem 
depending upon where one decides to incor­
porate measures of validity within one's 
process of inquiry. Habermas has to be care­
ful about the legitimacy and the desirability 
of establishing the psychoanalytic model as 
a ruling paradigmatic metatheory. The cons­
cious/unconscious axis is one way of decid­
ing validity . The same model, in accordance 
with its own principles, however, demands 
a margin of freedom and variation with re­
spect to what counts as "valid" ways of 
dealing with life. It is as if Habermas be­
lieves the psychoanalytic model allows for 
more than enough leeway concerning valid­
ity, and ultimately, within the limits and 
constraints of this theory, one can live life 
satisfyingly. If this is how Habermas sees 
this model, however, he is forgetting the 
hypothetical distinctions such a theory 
makes . Closing the gap between hypothesis 
and certitude, at subsequent meta-levels of 
theory no less than at the initial theoretical 
level itself, only smuggles a dogmatic at­
titude into the theory at some inconspicuous 
place. 
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FROM EMANCIPATION TO 
DOMINATION 

Because Habermas places great confi­
dence in the capacity of the psychoanalytic 
model to deal with life, one gets the im­
pression emancipation is the final endpoint 
of a single line of overcoming the obstacles 
of domination, exploitation, alienation, and 
aimless liberation. It may be at some dis­
tance, but emancipation does lie ahead, 
freeing humanity of the instrumental stan­
dards and measures now ruling it. Acting 
communicatively is the greatest value; once 
it is reached, humanity will have fulfilled 
the Enlightenment project once and for all. 

Held, however, charges that the concept 
of an "emancipatory interest" is at best am­
biguous. By designating work and language 
as the fundamental conditions of existence, 
Habermas sets domination as a systematic 
distortion of one or the other (or both) of 
these conditions. But as such, emancipatory 
interest "only develops to the extent that 
domination is institutionalized. "33 In order 
for an interest to be seen as an emancipatory 
interest domination must become concrete 
through institutionalization. One learns 
what emancipation might mean for Haber­
mas by understanding that from which the 
interest seeks to be released. In this sense, 
emancipation and domination are polar op­
posites . Other senses Habermas attaches to 
emancipation include its particular contrasts 
with exploitation, alienation, even libera­
tion. 

The ambiguity in Habermas' s theory of 
communicative action is how he can say 
this sort of activity is better than instrumen­
tal action. Communicative action may be 
better in the way some regard art as better 
than science, placing desire and spontaneity 
in a hierarchy ahead of need and security. 
If Habermas is claiming some end other 



than itself (suggested by the references to 
validity), then communicative action oper­
ates in the same context that makes instru­
mental action meaningful. The contrast of 
communicative action as dialogical with in­
strumental action as monological is insuffi­
cient. On the one hand, communicative ac­
tivity does not lend itself (as instrumentality 
does) to a means/end understanding; on the 
other hand, what is the proper understanding 
for communicative action if it is not one of 
purposiveness or teleology? Habermas turns 
to validity (whose meaning depends upon 
a context of purposiveness) in order to help 
and protect his theory of communicative ac­
tion. Outside of this context, the theory has 
no meaning. 

In connection with this problem, Haber­
mas must be taken to task for his reading 
of Nietzsche's Genealogy of Morals. He 
believes Nietzsche privileges origins above 
other developments for no other reason than 
that they precede later developments. In 
claiming Nietzsche identifies what came 
first as more active and creative than what 
came after, Habermas goes on to infer what 
is more active necessarily comes first. Now 
Nietzsche can "denounce the accidental suc­
cess of the belief in truth and the ascetic 
ideal, as well as the belief in science and 
morality . "34 Especially in the Genealogy, 
Nietzsche's concern for the value of truth 
is to raise the problem of its legitimate 
limits. To say he denounces the "accidental 
success" of the belief in truth and science 
is wrong. The success of truth and science 
is no accident for Nietzsche--<me need only 
read through The Birth ofTragedy, The Gay 
Science, and Beyond Good and Evil to rec­
ognize his profound respect and admiration 
for the ways humanity has dealt s~tisfyingly 
with life . 

What Nietzsche does denounce are the 
irresponsible ways both religion and science 

attempted to establish their realities as the 
reality. Nietzsche attacks both scientism and 
emotivism with equal contempt (see 
Genealogy, III 26). Each commits the same 
error differently: scientism, by valuing 
thinking at the expense of feeling; 
emotivism, by valuing feeling at the ex­
pense of thinking. Nietzsche's polemic is 
against a way of life that is only reactive, 
refusing to be creative. He does not praise 
activity alone. Instead the greatest way of 
life incorporates both structure and content, 
both responsibility and spontaneity, even if 
this way of life presents something of a 
logical contradiction. 

This should be the force of Habermas' s 
appeal to the psychoanalytic model: the task 
of understanding oneself is a logical en­
deavor of the most rudimentary form. Life 
demands an amount of logical contradic­
tion, and it matters little to persons forced 
to understand themselves in connection with 
a universe of others whether those connec­
tions fit well into an either/or form. Logic 
is a matter of thinking, brought to bear upon 
life for the sake of organizing it, but never 
in order to replace it (such as positivism 
had aspired to do). Nor is life only a matter 
of feeling, for "absolute" emotion controls 
a person, and life is a give-and-take proposal 
for consciousness . Sometimes thinking 
rules feeling, and sometimes feeling rules 
thinking. 

By taking Habermas' s sense of emancipa­
tion with a fairer reading of Nietzsche, what 
appears as emancipation on today ' s horizon 
is a domination of tomorrow's foreground. 
What it takes to break the chains ancestors 
handed over are in tum handed over to post­
erity, never intending to imprison them, yet 
constraining them all the same. What frees 
one generation enslaves the next: what helps 
it survive encumbers its children. 

The cycle from domination to emancipa-
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tion recurs over and again through various 
human epochs. Other realms Kant failed to 
systematize, such as religion, must be 
explored by moving from reflection upon 
the epistemological nature of language to 

the the linguistic nature of knowledge. 35 

Having already learned something about 
language's logical structure, philosophy 
now needs to see how language makes 
knowledge a valid interest. 
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