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land, even down to the morphology. of individuals and the crowd. All its 
values are exalted here, in miniature and comic strip form. Embalmed and 
pacified. Whence the possibility of an ideological analysis of Disneyland 
(L. Marin9 does it well in Utopies, jeux d'espaces): digest ofthe American way 
of life, panegyric to American values, idealised tr~risposition of a contradic
tory reality~ To be sure. But this conceals· somdhing else, and that "ideolog
ical" blanket exactly serves to cover over a thir4-order: simulation: Disneyland 
is there to conceal the fact that it is the "real" country, all of "real" America, 
which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal the fact that it is 
the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence; which is carceraJt). Dis
neyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest 
is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are 
no longer real, but of the order of the h)'perreal and of sirriulation. It is no 
longer a question of a false representatioriof reality (ideology), but of con
cealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of ·saving the reality 
principle. . 

The Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor false; .it is a deterrence 
machine set up in order to rejuvenate. in rev~rse the .fiction of the real. 
Whence the debility, the infantile degeneration of this imaginary. It is meant 
to be an infantile world, in order to make·· us believe that the adults are 
else~here, in the "real" world, and to conceal the fact that real childishness 
is everywhere;·particularly amongst those adults who go there to act the child 
in order to foster illusions as to their real childishness. 

Moreover; Disneyland is not the billy ··oJie. Enchanted Village, Magic 
Mountain, Marine World: Los Angeles is encircled by these ·"imaginary sta
tions" which feed reality, reality-energy, to a town whose ·mystery is precisely 
that it is nothing more than a netwo~k of endless, un~eai drculation-a town 
of fabulous proportions, but without spac.~ or dimension.s. As much ,~s elec
trical and nuclear power stations, ~s much as film,studios, this town, which 
is nothing more than an immense script and a perpetual motion picture, 
needs this old imaginary made up of childhood signals and faked phantasms 
for its sympathetic nervous system. 

.. .. .. 

9. Louis Marin (1931-1992), French cultural hls
tarlan and semiotician. who writes about Disney
land in Utopics: Spa,ial Play (1973). 
1. Relating 10 prisons and imprisonment and 

1981 
~. 

incarceration. In his book about prisons. Discipline 
and Punish (1975; see above), MICHEL FOUCAULT 
claimed that modern society was increasingly IIcar
cera]." 
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I 
Committed to completing what he calls "the unfinished project of modernity," Jilrgen 
Habermas is the most important liberal political philosopher of post-World War 11 
Germany. Although steeped in the Marxist tradition of the University of Frankfurt 
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(where he has been a professor of philosophy since 1961), Habermas nonetheless 
champions the civil liberties and the formal equality before the law guaranteed in 
modern Western democracies. In particular, he sees the postwar Federal Republic of 
West Germany as proof that constitutional representative government serves as a 
necessary, although not always sufficient, bulwark against the abuses of state power 
characteristic of the Nazis and of the Democratic Republic of East Germany (1945-
89). Habermas recognizes the failings of liberal democracies in addressing que.stions 
of economic justice and equality, but he usually argues that the welfare state, or what 
Europeans call "social democracy," has a better track record than socialism or other 
alternatives in promoting and spreading prosperity. His political views have led him 
to argue vehemently against the critique of modernity developed by French post
structuralist writers such as MICHEL FOUCAULT, JACQUES DERRIDA, and JEAN
FRANC;:OIS LYOTARD. The postmodernism debates initiated in the 19805 often center 
around Habermas's attempt to defend Enlightenment ideals of universal reason, 
rights, and justice against the critiques of the poststructuralists. . 

Born in DOsseldorf, Habermas was just young enough to avoid service in Adolf 
Hitler's army. He recalls the Nuremberg trials of Nazi war criminals as the formative 
historical event of his youth, and he insists that Germany must always keep in mind 
the lessons of its militaristic, totalitarian, and genocidal past; Habermas has strongly 
criticized the so-called new historians who argue that the Nazis crimes are no worse 
than Joseph Stalin's murders in Russia. As a student, Habermas worked with and for 
THEODOR ADORNO at the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, and his early work, 
especially Knowledge and Human Interests (1968), reveals a Marxist concern with 
domination, class struggle, and emancipation. While he still refuses to consider the 
economic sphere a "private" domain that is off-limits to state action and continues to 
focus on illegitimate power inequities, his battle with poststructuralism and, espe
cially, his defense of a normative ideal of "communicative reason" shape his later 
work more than Marxism does. 

Habermas's first book, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (1962; trans. 1991), from which our first 
selection is taken, already indicates the interests in civil society, civil liberties, and 
public communication that mark his later endorsement of "the project of modernity" 
in our second selection. Modernity, for Habermas, is largely a product of the Enlight
enment dream of a free and just society guided by the light of reason. Western soci
eties have not realized that ·dreain, but it provides the standards by which they can 
measure and thus strive to remedy the failings of contemporary societies. Of course, 
modernity is also a product of the economic arrangements of capitalism, of techno
logical advances, and of th~, formation of nation-states grounded in ethnic and racial 
nationalisms. Despite his concern about the various forms of domination (economic, 
political, and bureaucratic) that threaten to make a free and just society impossible, 
Habermas firmly believes diat we can criticize domination only from the standpoint 
that political and social arrangements are legitimate insofar as they are rational and 
commited to equality. 

Poststructuralists argue that reason has often been a term used to exclude, deni
grate, or silence opinions that differ from the dominant view. The other side is always 
"irrationa!." In particular, nonprivileged social groups such as women, the poor, chil
dren, racial minorities, ethnic others, and the disabled are conSistently portrayed as 
unreasonable. And because the standards of reason are held to be uniform and uni
versaIly applicable. the supposed failure of whole social groups to meet that standard 
legitimates their being denied civil liberties (rights) that in principle, but not in prac
tice, are to be "universally" enjoyed. These subterfuges of the discourse of reason lead 
Lyotard, Foucault, and others to believe we might be better off abandoning it alto
gether. 

Habermas disagrees. He admits that those using the language of universal rights 
have violated as often as honored them, but he still thinks that reason, suitably 
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defined, can serve as the ideal against which actual practice can be judged. Only the 
existence of such a norm, he insists, frees us from a political world in which might 
makes right. And he argues that Foucault (in particular) assumes its existence even 
in attacking reason, since it is the failure of reason to be universal in practice that 
incites Foucault's ire. Habermas identifies that norm as "the ideal speech situation," 
on which depends the very possibility of what he calls "communicative action." This 
foclls on pragmatics (the linguistic study of speech performance) makes Habermas 
especially interesting for literary theorists. He contends that people would be able 
neither to understand one another nor to coordinate their activities together without 
some fundamental agreements embedded in every act of communication, 

Our first selection is taken from Habermas's Habilitationsschri/t (a second doc
t01'31 dissertation required from German Ph.D.'s who wish to secure university 
teaching positions). Here. Habermas offers his influential historical account of the 
genesis of the Enlightenment ideal of reason. Before the emergence of the bour
geoisie (men who commanded considerable wealth not based on ownership of 
land), power and rights in Europe were divided between the monarch and the tra
ditional orders, or "estates"-the nobility (the "first estate"), the clergy (the "second 
estate"), and the commons (the "third estate"), The monarch and the two privileged 
minorities ceaselessly jockeyed for advantage. The bourgeoisie, however, gained 
social but not political power through its accumulation of "private" wealth, that is, 
wealth unconnected with holding legitimate sway over other people. Within the 
ancien regime, the bourgeoisie had no way to translate its growing economic and 
social power into political power. So this new class needed to change the entire 
political structure. (Habermas is offering ·his own answer here to the question 
"\Vhat caused the French Revolution?") 

The crucial change began with the transformation of the public sphere, the creation 
of "civil society" in its modern form. Unlike in the court, the aristocratic estate, the 
cathedral, the family home, or the place of business, in civil society private persons 
congregate who are not acting in any official capacity when they gather, who do not 
know each other intimately. and who meet primarily to talk and exchange opinions. 
Habermas has in mind the face-to-face exchanges of the salon and the coffeehouse, 
as well as the explosive spread of newspapers and othel' written expressions of opinion 
during the eighteenth century. As TERRY EAGLETON puts it in his Habermasian Func
t;Olt of Criticism (1984): "l\10dern criticism was born of a struggle against the abso
lutist state." Post-Renaissance literary criticism, like other publicly enunciated 
opinions, signifies the movement of the bourgeoisie out of the "private" realm and 
onto the public stage. 

For Habermas, Enlightenment "standards of 'reason' and ... forms of the 'l~ ~' 
emerge from this ell.'Plosion of speech aimed at persuading others. He is not here 
making the claim sometimes proffered elsewhere in his writings that some agreement 
about these standards is reached. but instead is emphasizing that the very grounds of 
legitimacy have shifted. Governments must now account for their actions in the court 
or public opinion, and they will win the case only if they can convince significant 
portions of the population that those actions are "reasonable" and "legal." Absolutist 
imposition or appeals to traditional authority will no longer do. The transformation 
of the public sphere is essential to the victory of the bourgeoisie. 

Habermas realizes that the public sphere is not unitary. In our second selection, 
"~'vlodernity-An Incomplete Project" (1980), he argues that this Enlightenment 
pmject of basing authority on reason has gone awry because the specialized dis
courses of economics. of bureaucratic administration. of technological knowledge. 
and of art have become sepal'8ted from the "life-world" of everyday moral and prac
tical decisions. As these fields grow increasingly autonomous and professionalized, 
they become distanced from the needs of the people, Thus, the criticism of 
modernity and its experts launched by traditional conservatives, neoconservatives, 
and ;;young conservative" poststructuralists is understandable, even justified. But 
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Habermas strongly urges that we not condemn modernity altogether. Instead of 
rejecting reason and universality, we must strive to fully reintegrate the discourses 
of modern science, art, and politics with the everyday perspectives of a life-world in 
which people str.ive to secure a- decent existence for themselves and their loved 
ones. 

Habermas reads modernism in the arts as a failed attempt to rectify on a'cultural 
level "the differentiation of science, morality and art ... froin the hermeneutics of 
everyday communication" that is characteristic of modern societies. While he scorns 
neoconservative attempts to blame the arts for the erosions of tradition caused by 
capitalist transformations, he sees modernist art, even the radical "surrealist attempt 
to ... force a reconciliation of art and life," as incapable of reversing the alienations 
of modernity because confined to "a single cultural sphere." Only a more holistic 
analysis and action on a wider social terrain might remedy the ills of modernity, 
though "the chances for this today are not very good." But Habermas notes that the 
"young conservative" poststructuralists are beholden to a. modernity they claim to 
despise, because they launch their critique from a distanc~d aesthetic space. They 
rely on that distance for their- antimcidernism, not realizing that such distance is both 
qUintessentially modern and modernity's quintessential failing. 

It would be hard to overestimate the impact of Habermas's characterization-of the 
poststructuralists as "young conservatives," or of his description of a surprising anti
modernity "alliance of postmodernists with premodernists." The argument over the 
political significance of poststructuralism has been fierce-and inconclusive. Like the 
contemporaneous debate between Anglo-American and French feminisms; the battle 
is between two visions of social transformation, both of which are politically left of 
center. At issue is whether-and how much~the very terms by which political eman
cipation has been understood since the Enlightenment themselves hinder liberation. 
"Modernity-An Incomplete- Project" has been a major rallying point for artists and 
critics who believe that liberal ideals of universal rights, equal protection under the 
law, and economic justice are norms to which our societies should be held answerable 
and which should be protected from critique. 

Not a single claim by Habermas has gone uncontested; from his historical analyses 
of the eighteenth century to his- various accounts of speech pragmatics to his argu
ments about the- neces!,ity of rational norms and of completing the project of modern
ity. Critics have questioned the possibility of separatin-g out universal norms of 
"communicative reason" or other liberal ideals from the vastly different situations in 
which they are embedded. Similarly, the existence of many different public spheres, 
with distinctive conventions and protocols, makes generalizations about the "ideal 
speech situation" suspect. In short, norms appear much more context-sensitive than 
Habermas allows. Partly in response to such criticisms, Habermas's own work has 
continued to evolve, moving from a focus on communicative reason in the eatly 1980s 
to issues of "discourse ethics" in the late 1980s and to questions of law and democracy 
~n recent years. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Almost all of Habermas's major works have been translated into English (date given 
after the date of original German publication). For those coming to Habermas for the 
first time, the interviews with him collected in Autonomy and Solidarity, edited by 
Peter Dews (1986), offer an accessible overview, which can be followed with The 
Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (198"i; I 987), an articulation of his basic posi
tion against the attacks on reason by Nietzsche, Adorno, Derrida, and Foucault. His 
other works include The Structural Transfonnation of the Public Sphere (1962; 199 I), 
On the Logic of the Social Sciences (1967; 1988), Knowledge and Human Interests 
(I968; 197 I), Legitimation Crisis (I973; 1975), Communication and the Evolution 
of Society (1976; 1979), The Theory of Communicative Action (2 vols., 1981; 1984-
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87), Moral Consciousness and Com-municative Action (1983; 1990), The New Con
servatis-m (1985; 1989), Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory 
of Law and De-mocracy (I992; 1996), and The Inclusion of the Other (I996; 1998). 
Three volumes gather English translations of Habermas's essays written at various 
times: Post-metaphysical Thinking (1994), justification and Application: Re-marks on 
Discourse Ethics (1994), and On the Prag-matics of Communication (1998). Biograph
ical informati~n can be found in William Outhwaite's Haber-mas: A Critical Intro
duction (1994). 

The Critical Theory of jil.rgen Habermas (1978), by Thomas A. McCarthy, one of 
Habermas's translators, is still valuable, as is Stephen K. White's excellent The Recent 
Work of jil.rgen Haber-mas (1988). David Rasmussen's Reading Habermas (1990) is 
the best short introduction; it can be supplemented with Outhwaite's more skeptical 
book (cited above). Of the in-depth studies of Habermas, the three best are David 
Ingram, Haber-mas and the Dialectic of Reason (1987); Maeve Cook, Language and 
Reason: A Study of Habermas's Prag-matics (1994); and J. M. Bernstein, Recovering 
Ethical Life: jil.rgen Habermas and the Future of Critical Theory (1995). Especially 
useful is David Couzens Hoy and Thomas A. McCarthy's Critical Theory (1994), 
which lays out the case for each side in the Habermas-poststructuralist debate. 

There are a large number of collections of varied responses to Habermas's work, 
which often include replies by Habermas. Noteworthy are Habermas: Critical Debates, 
edited by John Thompson and David Held (1982); Habermas and Modernity, edited 
by Richard J. Bemstein (1985); The Co-m-municative Ethics Controversy, edited by 
Seyla Benhabib and Fred Dallmayr (I 990); Habermas and the Public Sphere, edited 
by Craig Calhoun (1992), which contains feminist philosopher Nancy Fraser's highly 
influential essay. "Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of 
Actually Existing Democracy"; Critique and Power: Recasting the Foucault-Habermas 
Debate, edited by Michael Kelly (1994); The Cambridge Companion to Haberma.~, 
edited by Stephen K. White (1995); Feminists Read Habermas, edited by J. Johanna 
Meehan (1995); Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity, edited by Mau
rizio d'Entreves and Seyla Benhabib (1997); and Habermas on Law and Democracy, 
edited by Michel Rosenfeld and Andrew Arato (1998). The Bernsteiri and Calhoun 
collections have proved particularly influential in shaping the reception of Ha berm as's 
work. Joan Nordquist's bibliography, ]urgen Habermas III (1998)", lists all of Haber
mas's work in English and German, along with all English-language commentary on 
that work. 

. ~ .. 
From The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 

Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society! 

From Part H. Social Structures of the Public Sphere 

SECTION 4. THE BASIC BLUEPRINT 

The bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above all as the sphere of 
private people come together as a public; they soon claimed the public sphere 
regulated from above against the public authorities themselves, to engage 
them in a debate over the general rules governing relations in the basically 
privatized but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social 
labor. The nledium of this political confrontation was peculiar and without 

I. T"lnslated hy Thomas Burger with the assistance of Frederlck Lawrence; they occasionally include the 
(;('l"Inml in parentheses And Rdd English in brackets for clarification. 
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historical precedent: people's public use of their reason (offentliches Riison
nement). In our [German] usage this term (i.e., Rlisonnement) unmistakably 
preserves the polemical nuances of both sides: simultaneously the invocation 
of reason and its disdainful disparagement as merely malcontent griping. 
Hitherto the estates' had negotiated agreements with the princes in which 
from case to case the conflicting power claims involved in the demarcation 
of estate liberties from the prince's overiordship or sovereignty were brought 
into balance. 3 Since the thirteenth century this practice first resulted in a 
dualism of the ruling estates and of the prince; soon the territorial estates 
alone represented the land, over against which stood the territorial ruler. 4 It 
is well known that where the prince's power was relatively reduced by a 
parliament, as in Great Britain, this development took a different course than 
it did on the continent, where the monarchs mediatized5 the estates. The 
third estate broke with this mode of balancing power since it was no longer 
capable of establishing itself as a ruling estate. A division of rule by parcelling 
out lordly rights (including the "liberties" of the estates) was no longer pos
sible on the basis of a commercial economy, for the power of control over 
one's own capitalistically functioning property; being grounded in private 
law, was apolitical. The bourgeois were private persons; as such they did not 
"rule." Their power claims against the public authority were thus not directed 
against the concentration of powers of command that ought to be "divided"; 
instead, they undercut the principle on which existing rule was based. The 
principle of control that the bourgeois public opposed to the latter-namely, 
publicity-was intended to change domination as such. The claim to power 
presented in rational-critical public debate (offentliches Rlisonnement) , 
which eo ipS06 renounced the form of a claim to rule, would entail, if it were 
to prevail, more than just an exchange of the basis of legitimation while 
domination was maintained)n 'principle (section 7). . 

The standards of "reason"~nd the forms of the "law" to which the public 
wanted to subject dominatioQand thereby change it in substance reveal their 
sociological meaning' only in ~n analysis of the bourgeois public sphere itself, 
especially in the recognition ·of the fact that it was private people who related 
to each other in it as a public. The public's understanding of the public use 
of reason was guided specifically by such private experiences as grew out of 
the audience-oriented (pu~likumsbez.ogen) subjectivity of the conjugal fam
ily's intimate domain (Intimsphare). Historically, the latter was the source of 
privateness in the modern ,sense of a saturated and free interiority. The 
ancient meaning of the "private"-an inevitability imposed by the necessities 
of life-was banned, or so it appears, from the inner region of the private 
sphere, from the home, together with the exertions and relations of depend
ence involved in social labor. To the degree to which commodity exchange 
burst out of the confines of the household economy, the sphere of the con
jugal family became differentiated from the sphere of social reproduction. 

2. The classes once formally vested with disUnct 
powers: traditionally, the nobility, clergy, and com
moners. 
3. Such status contracts, usually concluded on the 
occasion of a knight's rendering homage to his 
Lord's successor, are naturally not to be compared 
to contracts in the sense of modern private Jaw; 
see DUo Brunner, umd und Herrschajt [Land and 

Lordship 1 (1943), 484ff. [Habermas's note] 
4. See W. Naef, "Frllhformen des modernen Staa
tes in Splltmittelalten" ["Early Forms of Modern 
States in the Late Middle Ages"], Hlstoriscl.e Zeit
schTift 171 (1951): 225ff. [Habermas's note]. 
5. Mediated among (a role played in England by 
Parlfament). 
6. By that itself (Latin). 
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The process of the polarization of state and society was repeated once more 
within society itself. The status of private man combined the role of owner 
of commodities with that of head of the family, that of property owner with 
that of "human being" per se, The doubling of the private sphere on the 
higher plane of the intimate sphere (section 6) furnished the foundation for 
an identification of those two roles under the common title of the "private": 
ultimately, the political self-understanding of the bourgeois public originated 
there as well.? 

To be sure, before the public sphere explicitly assumed political functions 
in the tension-charged field of state-society relations, the subjectivity origi
nating in the intimate sphere of the conjugal family created, so to speak, its 
o\vn public. Even before the control over the public sphere by public author
ity was contested and finally wrested away by the critical reasoning of private 
persons on political issues. there evolved under its cover a public sphere in 
apolitical form-the literary precursor of the public sphere operative in the 
political domain. It provided the training ground for a critical public reflec
tion still preoccupied with itself-a process of self-clarification of private 
people focusing on the genuine experiences of their novel privateness. Of 
course. next to political economy. psychology arose as a specifically bourgeois 
science during the eighteenth century. Psychological interests also guided 
the critical discussion (Riison1Zenrent) sparked by the products of culture that 
had become publicly accessible: in the reading room and the theater, in 
museums and at concerts. Inasmuch as culture became a commodity and 
thus finally evolved into "culture" in the specific sense (as something that 
pretended to exist merely for its own sake), it was claimed as the ready topic 
of a discussion through vvhich an audience-oriented (publikumsbezogen) 
subjectivity communicated with itself.s 

The public sphere in the world of letters (litemrische (j.ffentlichlreit) was 
not, of course, autochthonously bourgeois;9 it preserved a certain continuity 
with the publicity involved in the representation enacted at the prince's 
COUl't. The bourgeois avant-garde of the educated middle class learned the 
art of critical-rational public debate through its contact with the "elegant 
world." This courtly-noble society, to the extent that the modern state appa
ratus) became independent from the monarch's personal sphere, naturally 
separated itself, in turn. more and more from the court and became its coUh~ 
terpoise in the town. The "town" was the life center of civil society not only 
economically; in cultural-political contrast to the court, it designated espe
cially an early public sphere in the world of letters whose institutions were 
the coffee houses, the salons. and the Tischgesellschafte11 (table societies),2 
The heirs of the humanistic-aristocratic society, in their encounter with the 
bOUl'geois intellectuals (through sociable discussions that quickly developed 

7. ElrichJ Auerbach finds thc word. in the sense 
or a theater audience, documented as early as 
1619; until then, the use of f'public" as a noun 
f{·fened exclusively to the state 01" to the public 
w(~lf.are. See Der fra'flZtJsische Publikum des J 7. 
J"hrl"",derlS [The French Public (!f Ilu J 711. Cen, 
'''') ] (1933). p. 5 [Habermas'. note]. 
8. Habermas Is both tracing a shift in th .. meaning 
of the word J",blic and contesting the liberal des' 
ignation of economic activities as "private." 
BC'(:ause "tile economy" no longer )-efers to the 
hOlls(.'hoJd. it is becoming "pubHc"-a \"v"ord that 

originally referred mainly to matters of state. Thus 
the modern state (government) looks different 
from earlier states: it must establish a relationship 
to "civil SOcietr" and "the market," a relationship 
that is politica and public. 
9. That is. produced wholly in and by the bour, 
geoisie. 
I. The bureaucratic state, which gains increasing 
sway over the nation by means of established pro, 
cedures and salaried permanent functionaries. 
2. That is. gatherings of artists and intellectuals 
who discussed the Issues of the day. 
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into public criticism), built a bridge between the remains of a collapsing form 
of publicity (the courtly one) and the precursor of a new one": the bourgeois 
public sphere (section 5). 

With the usual reservations concerning the simplification involved in such 
illustrations, the blueprint of the bourgeois public spnerein the eighteenth 
century may be presented graphically" as a schema of social realms in the 
diagram: 

Private Realm 

Civil society (realm of Public sphere in the 
commodity exchange and political realm 
sociallabor) Public sphere in the 

world of letters (clubs, 
press) 

Conjugal family'. inter- (market of culture 
nal space (bourgeois product.) ''Town'' 
Intellectuals) 

Sphere of Public 
Authority 

State (realm of the 
."police") 
~ i 

Court (courtly-noble 
lociety) 

The line between state and society, fundamental in our context, diVided the 
public sphere from the private realm. The public sphere was coextensive with 
public authority, and we consider the court part of it. Included in the private 
realm was the authentic "public sphere," for it was a public sphere consti
tuted by private people. Within the realm that was the preserve of private 
people we therefore distinguish again between private"and public spheres. 
The private sphere comprised ciVil society in the narrower sense, that is to 
say, the" realm of commodity exchange and of sociallabor; imbedded in it 
was the family with its interior domain (Intimsphitre). The public sphere in 
the political realm "evolved from the public spher~ in the world of letters; 
through the vehicle of public opinion "it put the state in touch with the needs 
of society. 

1962 

Modernity-An Incomplete Project) 

In 1980, architects were admitted to th~ Biennial in Venice,2 followingpaipt
ers and filmmakers. The "note sounded at this first Architecture Biennial was 
one of disappointment. I would describe it by saying that those who exhibited 
in Venice formed an avant-garde .of reversed fronts. I mean that they sacri
ficed the tradition of modernity in order to make room for a new historicism. 
Upon this o~casion, a critic of the German newspaper, Frankfurter Allge-

I" Translated by Seyla Benhabib [and edited by 
Hal Fosterl. This essay was originally delivered as 
11 talk in September 1980 when Habermas was 
awarded the Theodor w. Adomo prl7.e by the city 
of Frankfurt. It was subsequently delivered as a 

James Lecture of the New York Institute for the 
Humanities at New York University in March 198 I 
[Foster's notel. 
2. A prestigious International ""hlbltlon of con· 
temporary art, held every two year •. 
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meine Zeitung, advanced a thesis whose significance reaches beyond this 
particular event; it is a diagnosis of our times: "Postmodernity definitely pre
sents itself as Antimodernity." This statement describes an emotional current 
of our times which has penetrated all spheres of intellectual life. It has placed 
on the agenda theories of postenlightenment, postmodernity, even of post
history. 

From history we know the phrase, "The Ancients and the Moderns." Let 
me begin by defining these concepts. The term "modern" has a long history, 
one which has been'investigated by Hans Robert Jauss. 3 The word "modern" 
in its Latin form "modernus" was used for the first time in the late 5th 
century in order to distinguish the present, which had become officially 
Christian, from the Roman and pagan past. With varying content, the term 
"modern" again and again expresses the consciousness of an epoch that 
relates itself to the past of antiquity, in order to view itself as the result of a 
transition from the old to the new. 

Some writers restrict this concept of "modernity" to the Renaissance, but 
this is historically too narrow. People considered themselves modern during 
the period of Charles the Great in the 12th century, as well as in France of 
the late 1 7th century at the time of the famous "Querelle des Anciens et des 
Modernes."4 That is to say, the term "modern" appeared and reappeared 
exactly during those' periods in Europe when the consciousness of a new 
epoch formed itself through a renewed relationship to the ancients-when
ever, moreover, antiquity was considered a model to be recovered through 
some kind of imitation. 

The spell which the classics of the ancient world cast upon the spirit of 
later times was first dissolved with the ideals of the French Enlightenment. 
Specifically, the idea of being "modern" by looking back to the ancients 
changed with the belief, inspired by modern science, in the infinite progress 
of knowledge and in the infinite advance towards social and moral better
ment. Another form of modernist consciousness was formed in the wake of 
this change. The romantic modernist sought to oppose the antique ideals of 
the classicists; he looked for a new historical epoch and found it i~ the 
idealized Middle Ages. However, this new ideal age, established early in the 
19th century, did not remain a fixed ideal. In the course of the 19th century, 
there emerged out of this romantic spirit thatradicalized conscious~s.s of 
modernity which freed itself from all specific historical ties. This most recent 
modernism simply makes an abstract opposition between tradition and the 
present; and we are, in a way, still the contemporaries of that kind of aes
thetic modernity w.hich first appeared in the midst of the 19th century. Since 
then, the distinguishing mark of works which count as modern is "the new" 
which will be overcome and made obsolete through the novelty of the next 
style. But, while that which is merely "stylish" will sooitbecome outmoded, 
that which is modern preserves a secret tie to the classical. Of course, what
ever can survive ti$e has always been considered to' be a classic. But the 
emphatically modern document no longer borrows this power of being a 

3. German literary historian and critic (b. 1921; 
sce above). See hi. Aesthetic Standards and 
Historical Reflection in the "Quarrel of the Ancients 
and Ihe Modems" (1964) .. 
4. Quarrel of the Ancients .mcl the Moderns 
Wrench), a literary dispute between those afl<luing 

for strict adherence to classical (Greek and Latin) 
models and defende .. of modern (contemporary) 
works. "Charles the ·Great"- may refer to Charle
magne {742-~ln4),·though Habermas places him 
in the wrong century, perhaps intentionally. 
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classic from the authority of a past epoch; instead, a modern work becomes 
a classic because it has once been authentically modern. Our sense of 
modernity creates its own self-enclosed canons of being classic. In this sense 
we speak, e.g., in view of the history of modern art, of classical modernity. 
The relation between "modern" and "classical" has definitely lost- a fixed 
historical reference. 

The Discipline of Aesthetic Modernity 

The spirit and discipline of aesthetic modernity assumed clear contours in 
the work of Baudelaire. 5 Modernity then unfolded in various avant-garde 
movements and finally reached its climax in the Cafe Voltaire of the dadaists 
and in surrealism.6 Aesthetic modernity is characterized by attitudes which 
find a common focus in a changed consciousness of time. This time con
sciousness expresses itself through metaphors of the vanguard and the avant
garde. The avant-garde understands itself as invading unknown territory, 
exposing itself to the dangers of sudden, shocking encounters, conquering 
an as yet unoccupied future. The avant-garde must find a direction in a 
landscape into which no one seems to have yet ventured. 

But these forward gropings, this anticipation of an undefined future and 
the cult of the new mean in fact the exaltation of the present. The new time 
consciousness, which enters philosophy in the writings of Bergson,7 does 
more than express the experience of mobility in society, of acceleration in 
history, of discontinuity in everyday life. The new value placed on the tran
sitory, the elusive and the ephemeral, the very celebration of dynamism, 
discloses a longing for an undefiled, immaculate and stable present. 

This explains the rather abstract language in which the modernist temper 
has spoken of the "past." .. Individual epochs lose their distinct forces. 
Historical memory is replac~d by the heroic affinity of the present with the 
extremes of history-a. sense! of time wherein decadence immediately rec
ognizes itself in the barbariQ, the wild and the primitive. We observe the 
anarchistic intention of blowing up the continuum of history, and we can 
account for it in terms of the subversive force of this new aesthetic con
sciousness. Modernity revolts against the normalizing functions of tradition; 
modernity lives on the exp~rience of rebelling against all that is normative. 
This revolt is one way to neutralize the standards of both morality and utility. 
This aesthetic consciousness continuously stages a dialectical play between 
secrecy and public scandal; it is addicted to a fascination with that horror 
which accompanies the act of profaning, and yet is always in flight from the 
trivial results of profanation. 

On the other hand, the time consciousness articulated in avant-garde art 
is not simply ahistorical; it is directed against what might be called a false 
normativity in history. The modern, avant-garde spirit has sought to use the 
past in a different way; it disposes those pasts which have been made avail-

5. CHARLES BAUDELAJRE (1821-1867), French 
poet and critic. 
6. An artistic movement. founded In 1924, that 
grew directly out of dadalsm. which began durln, 
World War I; both reacted agaln.t loalc Ind both 
Intended to revolutionize art and loclety. Caf~ Vol-

talre. meeting place (1915-17) In Zurich. Switzer
land, of a group of artists Identified with dad.lsm. 
7. Henrl Berason (1859-1941), French philoso
pher who emphasized the notion of lived time (vs. 
clock or mechanistic time). 
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able by the objectifying scholarship of historicism, but it opposes at the same 
time a neutralized history which is locked up in the museum of historicism. 

Drawing upon the spirit of surrealism, WaIter Benjamin8 constructs the 
,'elationship of modernity to history in what I would call a posthistoricist 
attitude. He reminds us of the self-understanding of the French Revolution: 
''The Revolution cited ancient Rome. just as fashion cites an antiquated 
dress, Fashion has a scent for what is current, whenever this moves within 
the thicket of what was once." This is Benjamin's concept of the jetztzeit,9 
of I he present as a moment of revelation; a time in which splinters of a 
mcssianic presence are enmeshed. In this sense, for Robespierre, the antique 
Home was a past laden with momentary revelations.' 

;-'iow, this spirit of aesthetic modernity has recently begun to age. It has 
been recited once more in the 1960s; after the 1970s, however, we must 
admit to ourselves that this modernism arouses a much fainter response 
today than it did fifteen years ago. Octavio Paz,2 a fellow-traveller of modern
ity. noted already in the middle of the 1960s that "the avant-garde of 1967 
repeats the deeds and gestlll'es of those of 1917. 'Ve are experiencing the 
cnd of the idea of modern arL" The work of Peter Burger has since taught 
liS to speak of "post-avant-garde" art; this term is chosen to indicate the 
failure of the surrealist rebellion. J But what is the meaning of this failure? 
Does it signal a farewell to modernity? Thinking more generally, does the 
existence of a post-avant-garde mean there is a transition to that broader 
phenomenon called postmodernity? 

This is in fact how Daniel BelJ,4 the most brilliant of the American neo
conservatives, interprets matters. In his book, The Cultural Contradictions 
of Capitalism, Bell argues that the crises of the developed societies of the 
'Nest are to be traced back to a split between culture and society. Modernist 
culture has come to penetrate the values of everyday life; the life-world' is 
infected by modernism. Because of the forces of modernism, the principle 
of unlimited self-realization. the demand for authentic self-experience and 
the subjectivism of a hypel'stimulated sensitivity have come to be dominant. 
This temperament unleashes hedonistic motives irreconcilable with the dis
cipline of professional life in society, Bell says. Moreover, modernist culture 
is altogether incompatible with the moral basis of a purposive, rational con
duct of life, In this manner. BeIl places the burden of responsibility for the-l." 
dissolution of the Protestant ethic (a phenomenon which had already dis
turbed Max Weber") on the "adversal), culture." Culture in its modern form 
stirs up hatred against the conventions and virtues of everyday life, which 
has become rationalized under the pressures of economic and administrative 
impcmtives. 

S. G('rnMI1 write .. of literary and clIltlln.t) cl"iticisln 
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I would call your attention to a complex wrinkle in this vie~. The impulse 
of modernity, we are told on the other hand, is exhausted; anyone who con
siders himself avant-garde can read his own death warrant. Although the 
avant-garde is' still considered to be expanding, it is supposedly no longer 
creative. Modernism is dominant but dead. For the neoconservative the 
question then arises: how can norms arise in society which will limit liber
tinism, reestablish the ethic of discipline and work? What new norms will 
put a brake on the levelling caused by the social welfare state so that the 
virtues of individual competition for achievement can again dominate? Bell 
sees a religious revival to be the only solution. Religious faith tied to a faith 
in tradition will provide individuals with clearly defined identities and exis-
tential security. ',1" 

Cultural Modernity and Societal Modernization 

One can certainly not conjure up by magic the compelling beliefs which 
command authority. Analyses like Bell's, therefore, only result in an attitude 
which is spreading in Germany no less than in the States: an intellectual and 
political confrontation with the carriers of cultural modernity. I cite Peter 
Steinfels, an observer of the new style which the neoconservatives have 
imposed upon the intellectual scene in the 1970s: 

The struggle takes the form of exPosing every manifestation of what 
could be considered an oppositionist mentality and tracing its "logic" so 
as to link it to various forms of extremism: drawing the connection 
between modernism and nihilism ... between government regulation 
and totalitarianism, between criticism of arms eXpenditures and subser
vience to coinmunism; between Women's liberation or homosexual 
rights and the destruction of the family ... between the Left ,generaiIy 
and terrorism, anti-semitism, and fascism ... 7 " 

, . 
The ad hominem approach and the bitterness of these intellectual accusa
tions have also been trumpeted loudly in Germany. They should not be 
explained so much in terms of the psychology of neoconservative writers; 
rather, they are rooted in the analytical weaknesses of neoconservative doc
trine itself. 

Neoconservatism shifts onto cultural modernism the uncomfortable bur
dens of a more or less successful capitalist modernization of. the economy 
and society. The neoconservative doctrine blurs the relationship between the 
welcomed process of societal modernization on the one hand" and the 
lamented cultural development on the other. The neoconservative does not' 
uncover the economic and social causes for the altered 'attitudes towards 
work, consumption, achievement and leisure.: Consequently, he attributes 
all of the following-hedonism, the lack of social identification, the lack of 
obedience, narcissism, the withdrawal from status and achievement com
petition-tO' the domain of "culture." In fact, however, culture is intervening 
in the creation of all these problems in only a very indirect and mediated 
fashion. 

7, Peter Steinfels, TIuI Neoconservatives (1979), p, 65 [Foster'. note), Steinfels (b. 1941),Americaneditor 
and journalist. 
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In the neoconservative view, those intellectuals who still feel themselves 
committed to the project of modernity are then presented as taking the place 
of those unan.alyzed causes. The mood which feeds neoconservatism today 
in no way originlltes from discontent about the antinomian consequences" 
of a culture breaking from the museums into the stream of ordinary life. This 
discontent has not been called into life by modernist intellectuals. It is rooted 
in deep-seated reactions against the process of societal modernization. Under 
the pressures of the dynamics of economic growth and the organizational 
accomplishments of the state, this social modernization penetrates deeper 
and deeper into previous forms of human existence. I would describe this 
subordination of the life-worlds under the system's imperatives as a matter 
of disturbing the communicative infrastructure of everyday life. 

Thus, for example, neopopulist protests only express in pointed fashion a 
widespread fear regarding the destruction of the urban and natural environ
ment and of forms of human sociability. There is a certain irony about these 
protests in terms of neoconservatism. The tasks of passing on a cultural 
tradition, of social integration and of socialization require adherence to what 
I call communicative rationality. But the occasions for protest and discontent 
originate preci!\ely when spheres of communicative action, centered on the 
reproduction and transmission of values and norms, are penetrated by a form 
of modernization guided by standards of economic and administrative ration
ality-in other words, by standards of rationalization quit~ different from 
those of communicative rationality on which those spheres depend. But neo
conservative doctrines turn our attention precisely away from such societal 
processes: they project the causes, which they do not bring to· light, onto the 
plane of a subversive culture and its advocates. 

To be sure, cultural modernity generates its own aporias9 as well. Inde
pendently from the consequences of societal modernization and within the 
perspective of cultural development itself, there originate motives for doubt
ing the project of modernity. Having dealt with a feeble kind of criticism of 
modernity-that of neoconservatism-Iet me now move our discussion of 
modernity and its discontents into a different domain that touches on ,these 
aporias of cultural modernity-issues that often serve only as a pretense for 
those positions which either call for a postmodernity, recommend a return 
to some form -of prcmodernity, or throw modernity radically overboa~. 

The Project of Enlightenment 

The idea of modernity is intimately tied to the development of European art, 
but what I call "the project of modernity" comes only into focus when we 
dispense with the usual concentration upon art. Let me start a different 
analysis by recalling an idea from Max Weber. He characterized cultural 
modernity as tl\e separation of the substantive reason expressed in religion 
and metaphysics into three autonomous spheres. They are: science, morality 
and art. These came to be differentiated because the unified world-views of 
religion and metaphysics fell apart. Since the 18th century, the problems 
inherited from these older world-views could be arranged so as to fall under 

8, Tl)at is, the resulting rejection of SOCially eSlab
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specific aspects of validity: truth, normative rightness, authenticity and 
beauty. They could then be handled as questions of knowledge, or of justice 
and morality, or of taste. Scientific discourse, theories of morality, jurispru
dence, and the production and criticism of art could in turn be institution
alized. Each domain of culture could be made to correspond to cultural 
professions in which problems could be dealt with as the concern of special 
experts. This professionalized treatment of the cultural tradition brings to 
the fore the intrinsic structures of each of the three dimensions of culture. 
There appear the structures of cognitive-instrumental, of moral-practical and 
of aesthetic-expressive rationality, each of these under the control of spe
cialists who seem more adept at being logical in these particular ways than 
other people are. As a result, the distance grows between the culture of the 
experts and that of the larger public. What accrues to culture through spe
cialized treatment and reflection does not immediately and necessarily 
become the property of everyday praxis. With cultural rationalization of this 
sort, the threat increases that the life-world, whose traditional substance has 
already been devalued, will become more and more impoverished. 

The project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by the philoso
phers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop objective 
science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according to their 
inner logic. At the same time, this project intended to release the cognitive 
potentials of each of these domains from their esoteric forms. The Enlight
enment philosophers wanted to utilize this accumulation of specialized cul
ture for the enrichment of everyday life-that is to say, for the rational 
organization of everyday social life. 

Enlightenment thinkers of the cast of mind of Condorcet l still had the 
extravagant expectation that the arts and sciences would promote not only 
the control of natural forces but also understanding of the world and of the 
self, moral progress, the' justice of institutions and even the happiness of 
human beings. The 20th'century has shattered this optimism. The differ
entiation of science, montlity and art has come to mean the autonomy of the 
segments treated by the specialist and their separation from the hermeneu
tics of everyday communication. This splitting off is the problem that has 
given rise to efforts to ;"negate" the culture of expertise. But the problem 
won't go away: shoul~· we try to hold on to the intentions of the Enlighten
ment, feeble as they may be, or should we declare the entire project of 
modernity a lost cause'? I now want to return to the problem of artistic cul
ture, having explained why, historically, aesthetic modernity is only a part of 
cultural modernity in general. 

TIle False Programs of the Negation of Culture 

Greatly oversimplifying, I would say that in the history of modern art one 
can detect a trend towards ever greater autonomy in the definition and prac
tice of art. The category of "beauty" and the,domain of beautiful objects were 
first constituted in the Renaissance. In the course of the 18th century, lit
erature, the fine arts and music were institutionalized as activities indepen-

I. Marie-Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Carltat, mar
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dent from sacred and courtly life. Finally, around the middle of the 19th 
century an aestheticist conception of art emerged, which encouraged the 
artist to produce his work according to the distinct consciousness of art for 
m't's sake. The autonomy of the aesthetic sphere could then become a delib
erate project: the talented artist could lend authentic expression to those 
experiences he had in encountering his own de-centered subjectivity. 
detached from the constraints of routinized cognition and everyday action. 

In the mid-19th century. in painting and literature, a movement began 
which Octavio Paz finds epitomized already in the art criticism of Baudelaire. 
Color. lines, sounds and movement ceased to serve primarily the cause of 
l'cpresentation; the media of expression and the techniques of production 
themselves became the aesthetic object. Theodor W. Adorn02 could 
therefore begin his Aesthetic Theory with the following sentence: "It is now 
taken for granted that nothing which concerns art can be taken for granted 
any more: neither art itself, nor art in its relationship to the whole, nor even 
the right of art to exist." And this is what surrealism then denied: das Exis
lell=I'echt del' KU11st als 1\.1II1.5t.' To be sure, surrealism would not have chal
lenged the right of art to exist. if modern art no longer had advanced a 
promise of happiness concerning its own relationship "to the whole" of life. 
For Schiller,4 such a promise was delivered by aesthetic intuition, but not 
fulfilled by it. Schiller's Letters on the Aestltetic Education of Man speaks to 
us of a utopia reaching beyond art itself. But by the time of Baudelaire. who 
l'epeated this promesse de b01zheur" via art, the utopia of reconciliation with 
society had gone sour. A relation of opposites had come into being; art had 
become a critical mirror. showing the irreconcilable nature of the aesthetic 
and the social worlds. This modernist transformation was all the more pain
fully realized, the more art alienated itself from life and withdrew into the 
llntouchableness of complete autonomy. Out of such emotional currents 
finally gathered those explosive energies which unloaded in the surrealist 
attempt to blow up the autal'kical sphere of art and to force a reconciliation 
of art and life. 

But all those attempts to level art and life, fiction and praxis, appearance 
and reality to one plane; the attempts to remove the distinction between' 
artifact and object of use. between conscious staging and spontaneous excite
mcnt; the attempts to declare everything to be al't and everyone to be ruf' 
aI'list. to retract all criteria and to equate aesthetic judgment with the expres
sion of subjective e:o.:periences-all these undertakings have proved them
selves to be sort of nonsense experiments. These eJl:periments have served to 
bring back to life. and to illuminate all the more glaringly, exactly those 
stl'llctures of art which they were meant to dissolve. They gave a new legit
imacy, as ends in themselves. to appearance as the medium of fiction, to the 
transcendence of the artwol'1.: over society, to the concentrated and planned 
cl1amcter of artistic production as well as to the special cognitive status of 
judgments of taste. The radical attempt to negate art has ended up ironically 
by gh·jng due exactly to these categories through which Enlightenment aes
thetics had circumscribed its object domain. The sUI'realists waged the most 
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extreme warfare, but two mistakes in particular destroyed their revolt. First, 
when the containers of an autonomously developed cultural sphere are shat
tered, the contents get dispersed. Nothing remains from a desublimated 
meaning or a destructured form; an emancipatory effect does not follow ... 

Their second mistake has more important consequences. In everyday com
munication, cognitive meanings, moral expectations, subjective expressions 
and evaluations must relate to one another. Communication processes need 
a cultural tradition covering all spheres-cognitive; moral-practical and 
expressive. A rationalized everyday life, therefore, could hardly be saved from 
cultural impoverishment through breaking open a single cultural sphere
art-and so providing access to just one of the specialized knowledge com
plexes. The surrealist revolt would have replaced only one abstraction. 

In the spheres of theoretical knowledge and morality, there are parallels 
to this failed attempt of what we might call the false negation of culture. 
Only they are less pronounced. Since the days of the Young Hegelians,6 there 
has been talk about the negation of philosophy. Since Marx,7 the question 
of the relationship of theory and practice has been posed. However, Marxist 
intellectuals joined a social movement; and only at its peripheries were there 
sectarian attempts to carry out a program of the negation of philosophy sim
ilar to the surrealist program to negate art.' A parallel to the surrealist mis
takes becomes visible in these programs when one observes the 
consequences of dogmatism and of moral rigorism. 

A reified8 everyday praxis can be cured only by creating unconstrained 
interaction of the cognitive with the moral-practical and the aesthetic
expressive elements. Reification cannot be overcome by forcing just one of 
those highly stylized cultural spheres to open up and become more accessi
ble. Instead, we see under certain circumstances a relationship emerge 
between terroristic activities and the over-extension of anyone of these 
spheres into other domains: examples would be tendencies to aestheticize 
politics, or to replace politics by moral rigoristn or to submit it to the dog
matism of a doctrine. These phenomena. should not lead us, however,. into 
denouncing the intentions of the surviving Enlightenment tradition 'as inten
tions rooted in a "terroristic reason." Those who lump together the very pro
ject of modernity with the state of consciousness and the spectacular action 
of the individual terrorist are no less short-sighted than those who would 
claim that the incomparably more persistent and extensive bureaucratic ter
ror practiced in the dark, in the cellars of the military and se.cret police, and 
in camps and institutions, is the raison d'~tre of the modern state, only 
because this kind of administrative terror makes use of the coercive means 
of modern bureaucracies. 

Alternatives 

I think that instead of giving up modernity and its project as a lost cause, we 
should learn from the mistakes of those ,extravagant programs which have 
tried to negate modernity. Perhaps the types of reception of art may offer an 
example which at least indicates the direction of a way out. 

6. Early leftist German followers of the German 
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Bourgeois art had two expectations at once from its audience. On the one 
hand, the layman who enjoyed art should educate himself to become an 
expert. On the other hand, he should also behave as a competent consumer 
who uses art and relates aesthetic experiences to his own life problems. This 
second, and seemingly harmless, manner of experiencing art has lost its rad
ical implications exactly because it had a confused relation to the attitude 
of being expert and professional. 

To be sure, artistic production would dry up, if it were not carried out in 
the form of a specialized treatment of autonomous problems and if it were 
to cease to be the concern of experts who do not pay so much attention to 
exoteric questions. Both artists and critics accept thereby the fact that such 
problems fall under the spell of what I earlier called the "inner logic" of a 
cultural domain. But' this sharp delineation, this exclusive concentration on 
one aspect of validity alone and the exclusion of aspects of truth and justice, 
break down as soon as aesthetic experience is drawn into an individual life 
history and is absorbed into ordinary life. The reception of art by the layman, 
or by the !'everyday expert," goes in a rather different direction than the 
reception of art by the professional critic. 

Albrecht Wellmer9 has drawn my attention to one way that an aesthetic 
experience which is not framed around the experts' critical judgments oftaste 
can have its significance altered: as soon as such an experience is used to 
illuminate a life-historical situation and is related to life problems, it enters 
into a language game which is no longer that of the aesthetic critic. The 
aesthetic experience then not only renews the interpretation of our needs in 
whose light we perceive the world. It permeates as well our cognitive signi
fications and our normative expectations and changes the manner in which 
all these moments refer to one another. Let me give an example of this 
process. 

This manner of receiving and relating to art is suggested in the first volume 
of the work The Aesthetics of Resistance by the German-Swedish writer Peter 
Weiss. Weiss describes the process of reappropriating art by presenting a 
group of politically motivated, knowledge-hungry workers in 1937 in Berlin.' 
These were young people who, through an evening high-school education, 
acquired the intellectual means to fathom the general and social history of 
European art. Out of the resilient edifice of this objective mind, emJm.cHed 
in works of art which they saw again and again in the museums in Berlin, 
they started removing their own chips of stone, which they gathered together 
and reassembled in the context of their own milieu. This milieu was far 
removed from that of traditional education as well as from the then existing 
regime. These young workers went back and forth between the edifice of 
European art .and their own milieu until they were able to illuminate both. 

In exampleI"like this which illustrate the reappropriation of the expert's 
culture from 'the standpoint of the life-world, we can discern an element 
which does justice to the intentions of the hopeless surrealist revolts, perhaps 
even more to' Brecht's2 and Benjamin's interests in how art works, which 
having lost their aura, could yet be received in illuminating ways. In sum, 

9. German philosopher (t>. 19:U). 
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Jamin. ''The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction" (J 932; see above). 
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the project of modernity has not yet been fulfilled. And the reception of art 
is only one of at least three of its aspects. The project aims at a differentiated 
relinking of modern culture with an everyday praxis that still depends on vital 
heritages, but would be impoverished through mere traditionalism. This new 
connection, however, can only be established under the condition that soci
etal modernization will also be steered in a different direction. The life-world 
has to become able to develop institutions out of itself which set limits to 
the internal dynamics and imperatives of an almost autonomous economic 
system and its administrative complements. 

If I am not mistaken, the chances for this today are not very good. More 
or less in the entire Western world a climate has developed that furthers 
capitalist modernization processes as well as trends critical of cultural mod
ernism. The disillusionment with the very failures of those programs that 
called for the negation of art and philosophy has come to serve as a pretense 
for conservative positions. Let me briefly distinguish the antimodernism of 
the "young conservatives" from the premodernism of the "old conservatives" 
and from the postmodernism of the neoconservatives. 

The "young conservatives" recapitulate the basic experience of aesthetic 
modernity. They claim as their own the revelations of a decentel'ed subjec
tivity, emancipated from the imperatives of work and usefulness, and with 
this experience they step outside the modern world. On the basis of mod
ernistic attitudes they justify an irreconcilable antimodernism. They remove 
into the sphere of the far-away and the archaic the spontaneous powers of 
imagination, self-experience and emotion. To instrumental reason they jux
tapose in Manichean fashion 3 a principle only accessible through evocation; 
be it the will to power or sovereignty, Being or the Dionysiac force4 of the 
poetical. In France this line leads from Georges Bataille via Michel Foucault 
to Jacques Derrida. 5 

The "old conservatives" do not allow themselves to be contaminated by 
cultural modernism. :They observe the decline of substantive reason, the 
differentiation of sci~nce, morality and art, the modern world view and its 
merely procedural rationality, with sadness and recommend a withdrawal to 
a position anterior to modernity. Neo-Aristotelianism, in particular, enjoys a 
certain success today. In view of the problematic of ecology, it allows itself 
to call for a cosm<?}ogical ethic. (As belonging to this school, which originates 
with Leo Strauss, one can count the interesting works of Hans Jonas and 
Robert Spaemann.)6 

Finally, the neoconservatives welcome the development of modern sci
ence, as long as this only goes beyond its sphere to carry forward technical 
progress, capitalist growth and rational administration. Moreover, they rec-

3. That is, as a polar opposite (like the followers 
of Machaeism, a religion founded in the 3d c. C.E., 
who saw the world 85 divided between two opposed 
forces-good and evil, spirit and matter, etc.). 
4. A reference to TIt" Birth a/Tragedy (1872; see 
above) by FRIEDRICH NIETZ.';CHE, who saw In 
Greek culture a dynamic tension between the gods 
Apollo (representing form and reason) and 010-
nysus (representing frenzy and emotion). He also 
chamrloned the idea of "the will to power." 
5. Al important French writers: Bataille (1897-
1962), librarian and novelist; FOUCAULT (1926-
1984), philosopher and historian of Ideas; and 

DERRIDA (b. 1930), deconstructionist philosopher 
and critic. . 
6. All philosophers: Strauss (1899-1973), 
German-born American political philosopher; 
Jonas ( 1903-1993), German-born American moral 
philosopher; and Spaemann (b. 1927), German 
moral phllosorher. Any philosopher who adaptS 
the thought 0 ARISTOTLE (384-322 R.C.E.) to his 
or her own times may be called a "neo
Aristotelian"; Straus. argued in particular for the 
superiority of Aristotle's political science to the 
behavioralist approach dominant In the United 
States in the mid-20th century. 
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om mend a politics of defusing the explosive content of cultural modernity. 
According to one thesis, science, when properly understood, has become 
irrevocably meaningless for the orientation of the life-world. A further thesis 
is that politics must be kept as far aloof as possible from the demands of 
moral-practical justification. And a third thesis asserts the pure immanence 
of art, disputes that it has a utopian content, and points to its illusory char
acter in order to limit the aesthetic experience to privacy. (One could name 
here the early Wittgenstein, Carl Schmitt of the middle period, and Gottfried 
Benn? of the late period.) But with the decisive confinement of science, 
morality and art to autonomous spheres separated from the life-world and 
administered by experts, what remains from the project of cultural modernity 
is only what we would have if we were to give up the project of modernity 
altogether. As a replacement one points to traditions which, however, are 
held to be immune to demands of (normative) justification and validation. 

This typology is like any other, of course, a simplification, but it may not 
prove totally useless for the ana~ys~s of·contemporary intellectual and politi
cal confrontations. I fear that the ideas of antimodernity, together with an 
additional to~ch of premodernity, are becoming p'opular in the circles of 
alternative culture. When one observes the transformations of consciousness 
within political parties in Germany, a new ideologic~l shift (Tendenzwende) 
becomes visible. And this is the alliance of postmodernists with premodern
ists. It seems to me that there is no party in particplar that monopolizes the 
abuse of intellectuals and the position of neoconservatism. I therefore have 
good reason to be tltankful for the liberal spirit in which the city of Frankfurt 
offers me a prize bearing the name of Theodor Adorno, a most significant 
son of this city, who as philosopher and writer has stamped the image of the 
intellectual in our country in incorpparable fashion, who, even more, has 
become the very image of emulation for the intellectual. 

1980 

... German poet (181!6-1956). Ludwig \Vlttgenstein (l889-195I), Austrian-born English philosopher. 
Schmitt (1888-1985), German political philosopher. 

ADRIENNE RICH 
h, 1929 

One of the most celebrated poets of her generation, Adrienne Rich has also been a 
major voice in Americlln feminism since the late 19605. In her nonfictional prose and 
in her poetry, she has explored the ways in \'\.·hich patriarchal society oppresses women 
and the ways in which women have responded to that oppression~ While her analysis 
of "compulsory heterosexuality" will very likely prove her most lasting contribution to 
literary and social theory, Rich's contributions to feminist thought cover a wide range 
bf topics, from the silencing of women's voices to the history of childbirth and moth
erhood. Like E1aine Showalter and SUSAN BORDO, Rich links patriarchal oppression 
to power exerted directly (and often violently) on women's bodies. But her concern 
with the psychic and social underpinning!! of sexual identity also links Rich's work to 
the queer theory of JUDlTH BUTLER and EVE 'KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK. 
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