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The Tasks of a Critical Theory of Society 

Jurgen Habermas 

A.—The work of the Institute for Social Research was essentially 
dominated by six themes until the early 1940s, when the circle of collabo¬ 
rators that had gathered in New York began to break up. These research 
interests are reflected in the lead theoretical articles that appeared in the 
main part of the Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung. They have to do with (a) 
the forms of integration in postliberal societies, (b) family socialization 
and ego development, (c) mass media and mass culture, (d) the social 
psychology behind the cessation of protest, (e) the theory of art, and (f) 
the critique of positivism and science.1 This spectrum of themes reflects 
Horkheimer’s conception of an interdisciplinary social science.2 In this 
phase the central line of inquiry, which I characterized with the catchphrase 
“rationalization as reification,” was to be worked out with the differenti¬ 
ated means of various disciplines.3 Before the “critique of instrumental 
reason” contracted the process of reification into a topic for the philosophy 
of history again, Horkheimer and his circle had made “real abstractions” 
the object of empirical inquiry. From this theoretical standpoint it is not 
difficult to see the unity in the multiplicity of themes enumerated above. 

(a) To begin with, after the far-reaching changes in liberal capitalism 
the concept of reification needed to be specified.4 National Socialism, 
above all, proved an incentive to examine the altered relationship between 
the economy and the state, to tackle the question of whether a new principle 
of social organization had arisen with the transition from the Weimar 
Republic to the authoritarian state, of whether fascism evinced stronger 
similarities to the capitalist societies of the West or, given the totalitarian 
features of its political system, had more in common with Stalinism. 
Pollock and Horkheimer were inclined to the view that the Nazi regime 
was like the Soviet regime, in that a state-capitalist order had been estab- 
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lished in which private ownership of the means of production retained 
only a formal character, while the steering of general economic processes 
passed from the market to planning bureaucracies; in the process the 
management of large concerns seemed to merge with party and administra¬ 
tive elites. In this view, corresponding to the authoritarian state we have 
a totally administered society. The form of societal integration is deter¬ 
mined by a purposive, rational—at least in intention—exercise of centrally 
steered, administrative domination. 

Neumann and Kirchheimer opposed to this theory the thesis that the 
authoritarian state represented only the totalitarian husk of a monopoly 
capitalism that remained intact, in that the market mechanism functioned 
the same as before. On this view, even a developed fascism did not 
displace the primacy of economic imperatives in relation to the state. The 
compromises among the elites of economy, party, and administration 
came about on the basis of an economic system of private capitalism. 
From this standpoint, the structural analogies between developed capitalist 
societies—whether in the political form of a totalitarian regime or of a 
mass democracy—stood out clearly. Since the totalitarian state was not 
seen as the center of power, societal integration did not take place exclu¬ 
sively in the forms of technocratically generalized, administrative ratio¬ 
nality.5 

(b and c) The relation between the economic and administrative systems 
of action determined how society was integrated, which forms of rational¬ 
ity the life-contexts of individuals were subjected to. However, the sub¬ 
sumption of sociated individuals under the dominant pattern of social 
control, the process of reification itself, had to be studied elsewhere: 
in the family, which, as the agency of socialization, prepared coming 
generations for the imperatives of the occupational system; and in the 
political-cultural public sphere, where, via the mass media, mass culture 
produced compliance in relation to political institutions. The theory of 
state capitalism could only explain the type of societal integration. The 
analytical social psychology that Fromm,6 in the tradition of left Freudian- 
ism,7 linked with questions from Marxist social theory was supposed, 
on the other hand, to explain the processes through which individual 
consciousness was adjusted to the functional requirements of the system, 
in which a monopolistic economy and an authoritarian state had coalesced. 

Institute co-workers investigated the structural change of the bourgeois 
nuclear family, which had led to a loss of function and a weakening of 
the authoritarian position of the father, and which had at the same time 
mediatized the familial haven and left coming generations more and more 
in the socializing grip of extrafamilial forces. They also investigated the 
development of a culture industry that desublimated culture, robbed it of 
its rational content, and functionalized it for purposes of the manipulative 
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control of consciousness. Meanwhile, reification remained, as it was in 
Lukacs, a category of the philosophy of consciousness; it was discerned 
in the attitudes and modes of behavior of individuals. The phenomena of 
reified consciousness were to be explained empirically, with the help of 
psychoanalytic personality theory. The authoritarian, easily manipulable 
character with a weak ego appeared in forms typical of the times; the 
corresponding superego formations were traced back to a complicated 
interplay of social structure and instinctual vicissitudes. 

Again there were two lines of interpretation. Horkheimer, Adorno, and 
Marcuse held on to Freudian instinct theory and invoked the dynamics of 
an inner nature that, while it did react to societal pressure, nevertheless 
remained in its core resistant to the violence of socialization.8 Fromm, on 
the other hand, took up ideas from ego psychology and shifted the process 
of ego development into the medium of social interaction, which perme¬ 
ated and structured the natural substratum of instinctual impulses.9 Another 
front formed around the question of the ideological character of mass 
culture, with Adorno on one side and Benjamin on the other. Whereas 
Adorno (along with Lowenthal and Marcuse) implacably opposed the 
experiential content of authentic art to consumerized culture, Benjamin 
steadfastly placed his hopes in the secular illuminations that were to come 
from a mass art stripped of its aura. 

(d) Thus in the course of the 1930s the narrower circle of members of 
the institute developed a consistent position in regard to all these themes. 
A monolithic picture of a totally administered society emerged; corres¬ 
ponding to it was a repressive mode of socialization that shut out inner 
nature and an omnipresent social control exercised through the channels 
of mass communication. Over against this, the positions of Neumann and 
Kirchheimer, Fromm and Benjamin are not easily reduced to a common 
denominator. They share a more differentiated assessment of the complex 
and contradictory character both of forms of integration in postliberal 
societies and of family socialization and mass culture. These competing 
approaches might have provided starting points for an analysis of potentials 
still resistant to the reification of consciousness. But the experiences of 
the German emigres in the contemporary horizon of the 1930s motivated 
them rather to investigate the mechanisms that might explain the suspen¬ 
sion of protest potentials. This was also the direction of their studies of 
the political consciousness of workers and employees, and especially of 
the studies of anti-Semitism begun by the institute in Germany and contin¬ 
ued in America up to the late 1940s.10 

(e and f) Processes of the reification of consciousness could be made 
the object of a wide-ranging program of empirical research only after the 
theory of value had lost its foundational role. With this, of course, also 
went the normative content of rational natural law theory that was pre- 
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served in value theory.11 As we have seen, its place was then occupied by 
the theory of societal rationalization stemming from Lukacs. The norma¬ 
tive content of the concept of reification now had to be gotten from the 
rational potential of modem culture. For this reason, in its classical period 
critical theory maintained an emphatically affirmative relation to the art 
and philosophy of the bourgeois era. The arts—for Lowenthal and Mar¬ 
cuse, classical German literature above all; for Benjamin and Adorno, the 
literary and musical avant-garde—were the preferred object of an ideology 
critique aimed at separating the transcendent contents of authentic art— 
whether utopian or critical—from the affirmative, ideologically worn-out 
components of bourgeois ideals. As a result, philosophy retained central 
importance as the keeper of those bourgeois ideals. “Reason,” Marcuse 
wrote in the essay that complemented Horkheimer’s programmatic demar¬ 
cation of critical theory from traditional theory, “is the fundamental cate¬ 
gory of philosophical thought, the only one by means of which it has bound 
itself to human destiny.” And further on: “Reason, mind, morality, 
knowledge, and happiness are not only categories of bourgeois philoso¬ 
phy, but concerns of mankind. As such they must be preserved, if not 
derived anew. When critical theory examines the philosophical doctrines 
in which it was still possible to speak of man, it deals first with the 
camouflage and misinterpretation that characterized the discussion of man 
in the bourgeois period.”13 

This confrontation with the tradition through the critique of ideology 
could aim at the truth content of philosophical concepts and problems, at 
appropriating their systematic content, only because critique was guided 
by theoretical assumptions. At that time critical theory was still based on 
the Marxist philosophy of history, that is, on the conviction that the forces 
of production were developing on objectively explosive power. Only on 
this presupposition could critique be restricted to “bringing to conscious¬ 
ness potentialities that have emerged within the maturing historical situa¬ 
tion itself.”14 Without a theory of history there could be no immanent 
critique that applied to the manifestations of objective spirit and distin¬ 
guished what things and human beings could be from what they actually 
were.15 Critique would be delivered up to the reigning standards in any 
given historical epoch. The research program of the 1930s stood and fell 
with its historical-philosophical trust in the rational potential of bourgeois 
culture—a potential that would be released in social movements under 
the pressure of developed forces of production. Ironically, however, the 
critiques of ideology carried out by Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Adorno 
confirmed them in the belief that culture was losing its autonomy in 
postliberal societies and was being incorporated into the machinery of the 
economic-administrative system. The development of productive forces, 
and even critical thought itself, was moving more and more into a perspec- 
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tive of bleak assimilation to their opposites. In the totally administered 
society only instrumental reason, expanded into a totality, found embodi¬ 
ment; everything that existed was transformed into a real abstraction. 
In that case, however, what was taken hold of and deformed by these 
abstractions escaped the grasp of empirical inquiry. 

The fragility of the Marxist philosophy of history that implicitly serves 
as the foundation of this attempt to develop critical theory in interdisciplin¬ 
ary form makes it clear why it had to fail and why Horkheimer and Adorno 
scaled down this program to the speculative observations of the Dialectic 
of Enlightenment. Historical-materialist assumptions regarding the dialec¬ 
tical relation between productive forces and productive relations had been 
transformed into pseudonormative propositions concerning an objective 
teleology in history. This was the motor force behind the realization of a 
reason that had been given ambiguous expression in bourgeois ideals. 
Critical theory could secure its normative foundations only in a philosophy 
of history. But this foundation was not able to support an empirical 
research program. 

This was also evident in the lack of a clearly demarcated object domain 
like the communicative practice of the everyday lifeworld in which ratio¬ 
nality structures are embodied and processes of reification can be traced. 
The basic concepts of critical theory placed the consciousness of individu¬ 
als directly vis-a-vis economic and administrative mechanisms of integra¬ 
tion, which were only extended inward, intrapsychically. In contrast to 
this, the theory of communicative action can ascertain for itself the rational 
content of anthropologically deep-seated structures by means of an analy¬ 
sis that, to begin with, proceeds reconstructively, that is, unhistorically. 
It describes structures of action and structures of mutual understanding 
that are found in the intuitive knowledge of competent members of modem 
societies. There is no way back from them to a theory of history that does 
not distinguish between problems of developmental logic and problems 
of developmental dynamics. 

In this way I have attempted to free historical materialism from its 
philosophical ballast.16 Two abstractions are required for this: (i) abstract¬ 
ing the development of cognitive structures from the historical dynamic 
of events, and (ii) abstracting the evolution of society from the historical 
concretion of forms of life. Both help in getting beyond the confusion of 
basic categories to which the philosophy of history owes its existence. 

A theory developed in this way can no longer start by examining 
concrete ideals immanent in traditional forms of life. It must orient itself 
to the range of learning processes that is opened up at a given time by a 
historically attained level of learning. It must refrain from critically evalu¬ 
ating and normatively ordering totalities, forms of life and cultures, and 
life-contexts and epochs as a whole. And yet it can take up some of 
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the intentions for which the interdisciplinary research program of earlier 
critical theory remains instructive. 

B-—Coming at the end of a complicated study of the main features of 
a theory of communicative action, this suggestion cannot count even as 
a “promissory note.” It is less a promise than a conjecture. So as not to 
leave it entirely ungrounded, in what follows I will comment briefly on 
the theses mentioned above, and in the same order. With these illustrative 
remarks I also intend to emphasize the fully open character and the 
flexibility of an approach to social theory whose fruitfulness can be con¬ 
firmed only in the ramifications of social and philosophical research. As 
to what social theory can accomplish in and of itself—it resembles the 
focusing power of a magnifying glass. Only when the social sciences no 
longer sparked a single thought would the time for social theory be past. 

(a) On the forms of integration in postliberal societies. Occidental 
rationalism arose within the framework of bourgeois capitalist societies. 
For this reason, following Marx and Weber I have examined the initial 
conditions of modernization in connection with societies of this type and 
have traced the capitalist path of development. In postliberal societies 
there is a fork in this path: modernization pushes forward in one direction 
through endogenously produced problems of economic accumulation, in 
the other through problems arising from the state’s efforts at rationaliza¬ 
tion. Along the developmental path of organized capitalism, a political 
order of welfare-state mass democracy took shape. In some places, how¬ 
ever, under the pressure of economic crises, the mode of production, 
threatened by social disintegration, could be maintained for a time only 
in the political form of authoritarian or fascist orders. Along the develop¬ 
mental path of bureaucratic socialism a political order of dictatorship by 
state parties took shape. In recent years Stalinist domination by force has 
given way to more moderate, post-Stalinist regimes; the beginnings of 
a democratic workers’ movement and of democratic decision-making 
processes within the Party are for the time visible only in Poland. Both 
the fascist and the democratic deviations from the two dominant patterns 
depend rather strongly, it seems, on national peculiarities, particularly on 
the political culture of the countries in question. At any rate, these branch¬ 
ings make historical specifications necessary even at the most general level 
of types of societal integration and of corresponding social pathologies. If 
we permit ourselves to simplify in an ideal-typical manner and limit 
ourselves to the two dominant variants of postliberal societies, and if we 
start from the assumption that alienation phenomena arise as systemically 
induced deformations of the life world, then we can take a few steps toward 
a comparative analysis of principles of societal organizations, kinds of 
crisis tendencies, and forms of social pathology. 

On our assumption, a considerably rationalized life world is one of the 
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initial conditions for modernization processes. It must be possible to 
anchor money and power in the lifeworld as media, that is, to institutional¬ 
ize them by means of positive law. If these conditions are met, economic 
and administrative systems can be differentiated out, systems that have a 
complementary relation to one another and enter into interchanges with 
their environments via steering media. At this level of system differentia¬ 
tion modem societies arise, first capitalist societies, and later—setting 
themselves off from those—bureaucratic-socialist societies. A capitalist 
path of modernization opens up as soon as the economic system develops 
its own intrinsic dynamic of growth and, with its endogenously produced 
problems, takes the lead, that is, the evolutionary primacy, for society as 
a whole. The path of modernization runs in another direction when, on 
the basis of state ownership of most of the means of production and an 
institutionalized one-party rule, the administrative action system gains a 
like autonomy in relation to the economic system. 

To the extent that these organizational principles are established, there 
arise interchange relations between the two functionally interlocked sub¬ 
systems and the societal components of the lifeworld in locked subsystems 
and the societal components of the lifeworld in which the media are 
anchored. The lifeworld, more or less relieved of tasks of material repro¬ 
duction, can in turn become more differentiated in its symbolic structures 
and can set free the inner logic of development of cultural modernity. At 
the same time, the private and public spheres are now set off as the 
environments of the system. According to whether the economic system 
or the state apparatus attains evolutionary primacy, either private house¬ 
holds or politically relevant memberships are the point of entry for crises 
that are shifted from the subsystems to the lifeworld. In modernized 
societies disturbances in the material reproduction of the lifeworld take 
the form of stubborn systemic disequilibria; the latter either take effect 
directly as crises or they call forth pathologies in the lifeworld. 

Steering crises were first studied in connection with the business cycle 
of market economies. In bureaucratic socialism, crisis tendencies spring 
from self-blocking mechanisms in planning administrations, as they do 
on the other side from endogenous interruptions of accumulation pro¬ 
cesses. Like the paradoxes of exchange rationality, the paradoxes of 
planning rationality can be explained by the fact that rational action 
orientations come into contradiction with themselves through unintended 
systemic effects. These crisis tendencies are worked through not only in 
the subsystem in which they arise, but also in the complementary action 
system into which they can be shifted. Just as the capitalist economy 
relies on organizational performances of the state, the socialist planning 
bureaucracy has to rely on self-steering performances of the economy. 
Developed capitalism swings between the contrary policies of “the mar- 
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ket’s self-healing powers” and state interventionism.17 The structural di¬ 
lemma is even clearer on the other side, where policy oscillates hopelessly 
between increased central planning and decentralization, between orient¬ 
ing economic programs toward investment and toward consumption. 

These systemic disequilibria become crises only when the performances 
of economy and state remain manifestly below an established level of 
aspiration and harm the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld by calling 
forth conflicts and reactions of resistance there. It is the societal compo¬ 
nents of the lifeworld that are directly affected by this. Before such 
conflicts threaten core domains of social integration, they are pushed to 
the periphery—before anomic conditions arise there are appearances of 
withdrawal of legitimation or motivation. But when steering crises— 
that is, perceived disturbances of material reproduction—are successfully 
intercepted by having recourse to lifeworld resources, pathologies arise 
in the lifeworld. These resources appear as contributions to cultural repro¬ 
duction, social integration, and socialization. For the continued existence 
of the economy and the state, it is the resources listed in the middle column 
as contributing to the maintenance of society that are relevant, for it is 
here, in the institutional orders of the lifeworld, that subsystems are 
anchored. 

We can represent the replacement of steering crises with lifeworld 
pathologies as follows: anomic conditions are avoided, and legitimations 
and motivations important for maintaining institutional orders are secured, 
at the expense of, and through the ruthless exploitation of, other resources. 
Culture and personality come under attack for the sake of warding off 
crises and stabilizing society. Instead of manifestations of anomic (and 
instead of the withdrawal of legitimation and motivation in place of 
anomie), phenomena of alienation and the unsettling of collective identity 
emerge. I have traced such phenomena back to a colonization of the 
lifeworld and characterized them as a reification of the communicative 
practice of everyday life. 

However, deformations of the lifeworld take the form of a reification 
of communicative relations only in capitalist societies, that is, only where 
the private household is the point of incursion for the displacement of 
crises into the lifeworld. This is not a question of the overextension of a 
single medium but of the monetarization and bureaucratization of the 
spheres of action of employees and of consumers, of citizens and of clients 
of state bureaucracies. Deformations of the lifeworld take a different form 
in societies in which the points of incursion for the penetration of crises 
into the lifeworld are politically relevant memberships. There too, in 
bureaucratic-socialist societies, domains of action that are dependent on 
social integration are switched over to mechanisms of system integration. 
But instead of the reification of communicative relations we find the 
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shamming of communicative relations in bureaucratically desiccated, forc¬ 
ibly “humanized” domains of pseudopolitical intercourse in an overex¬ 
tended and administered public sphere. This pseudopoliticization is sym¬ 
metrical to reifying privatization in certain respects. The life world is not 
directly assimilated to the system, that is, to legally regulated, formally 
organized domains of action; rather, systemically self-sufficient organiza¬ 
tions are Actively put back into a simulated horizon of the lifeworld. While 
the system is draped out as the lifeworld, the lifeworld is absorbed by the 
system.'8 

(b) Family socialization and ego development. The diagnosis of an 
uncoupling of system and lifeworld also offers a different perspective 
for judging the structural change in family, education, and personality 
development. For a psychoanalysis viewed from a Marxist standpoint, the 
theory of the Oedipus complex, interpreted sociologically, was pivotal for 
explaining how the functional imperatives of the economic system could 
establish themselves in the superego structures of the dominant social 
character. Thus, for example, Lowenthal’s studies of drama and fiction 
in the nineteenth century served to show in detail that the constraints of 
the economic system—concentrated in status hierarchies, occupational 
roles, and gender stereotypes—penetrated into the inner-most aspects of 
life history via intrafamilial dependencies and patterns of socialization.19 
The intimacy of highly personalized relations merely concealed the blind 
force of economic interdependencies that had become autonomous in 
relation to the private sphere—a force that was experienced as “fate.” 

Thus the family was viewed as the agency through which systemic 
imperatives influenced our instinctual vicissitudes; its communicative in¬ 
ternal structure was not taken seriously. Because the family was always 
viewed only from functionalist standpoints and was never given its own 
weight from structuralist points of view, the epochal changes in the 
bourgeois family could be misunderstood; in particular, the results of the 
leveling out of paternal authority could be interpreted wrongly. It seemed 
as if systemic imperatives now had the chance—by way of a mediatized 
family—to take hold directly of intrapsychic events, a process that the 
soft medium of mass culture could at most slow down. If, by contrast, we 
also recognize in the structural transformation of the bourgeois family the 
inherent rationalization of the lifeworld; if we see that, in egalitarian 
patterns of relationship, in individuated forms of intercourse, and in 
liberalized child-rearing practices, some of the potential for rationality 
ingrained in communicative action is also released; then the changed 
conditions of socialization in the middle-class nuclear family appear in a 
different light. 

Empirical indicators suggest the growing autonomy of a nuclear family 
in which socialization processes take place through the medium of largely 
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deinstitutionalized communicative action. Communicative infrastructures 
are developing that have freed themselves from latent entanglements in 
systemic dependencies. The contrast between the homme who is educated 
to freedom and humanity in the intimate sphere and the citoyen who obeys 
functional necessities in the sphere of social labor was always an ideology. 
But it has now taken on a different meaning. Familiar lifeworlds see the 
imperatives of the economic and administrative systems coming at them 
from outside, instead of being mediatized by them from behind. In the 
families and their environments we can observe a polarization between 
communicatively structured and formally organized domains of action; 
this places socialization processes under different conditions and exposes 
them to a different type of danger. This view is supported by two rough 
sociopsychological clues: the diminishing significance of the Oedipal 
problematic and the growing significance of adolescent crises. 

For some time now, psychoanalytically trained physicians have ob¬ 
served a symptomatic change in the typical manifestations of illness. 
Classical hysterias have almost died out; the number of compulsion neuro¬ 
ses is drastically reduced; on the other hand, narcissistic disturbances are 
on the increase.20 Christopher Lasch has taken this symptomatic change 
as the occasion for a diagnosis of the times that goes beyond the clinical 
domain.21 It confirms the fact that the significant changes in the present 
escape sociopsychological explanations that start from the Oedipal prob¬ 
lematic, from an internalization of societal repression which is simply 
masked by parental authority. The better explanations start from the 
premise that the communication structures that have been set free in the 
family provide conditions for socialization that are as demanding as they 
are vulnerable. The potential for irritability grows, and with it the probabil¬ 
ity that instabilities in parental behavior will have a comparatively strong 
effect—a subtle neglect. 

The other phenomenon, a sharpening of the adolescence problematic, 
also speaks for the socializatory significance of the uncoupling of system 
and life world.22 Systemic imperatives do not so much insinuate themselves 
into the family, establish themselves in systematically distorted communi¬ 
cation, and inconspicuously intervene in the formation of the self as, 
rather, openly come at the family from outside. As a result, there is a 
tendency toward disparities between competences, attitudes, and motives, 
on the one hand, and the functional requirements of adult roles on the 
other. The problem of detaching oneself from the family and forming 
one’s own identity have in any case turned adolescent development (which 
is scarcely safeguarded by institutions anymore) into a critical test for the 
ability of the coming generation to connect up with the preceding one. 
When the conditions of socialization in the family are no longer function¬ 
ally in tune with the organizational membership conditions that the grow- 
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ing child will one day have to meet, the problems that young people have 
to solve in their adolescence become insoluble for more and more of them. 
One indication of this is the social and even political significance that 
youth protest and withdrawal cultures have gained since the end of the 
1960s. 

This new problem situation cannot be handled with the old theoretical 
means. If we connect the epochal changes in family socialization with the 
rationalization of the life world, socializatory interaction becomes the point 
of reference for the analysis of ego development, and systematically 
distorted communication—the reification of interpersonal relations—the 
point of reference for investigating pathogenesis. The theory of communi¬ 
cative action provides a framework within which the structural model of 
ego, id, and superego can be recast.24 Instead of an instinct theory that 
represents the relation of ego to inner nature in terms of a philosophy of 
consciousness—on the model of relations between subject and object— 
we have a theory of socialization that connects Freud with Mead, gives 
structures of intersubjectivity their due, and replaces hypotheses about 
instinctual vicissitudes with assumptions about identity formation.25 This 
approach can (i) appropriate more recent developments in psychoanalytic 
research, particularly the theory of object relations26 and ego psychology,27 
(ii) take up the theory of defense mechanisms28 in such a way that the 
interconnections between intra-psychic communication barriers and com¬ 
munication disturbances at the interpersonal level become comprehensi¬ 
ble,29 and (iii) use the assumptions about mechanisms of conscious and 
unconscious mastery to establish a connection between orthogenesis and 
pathogenesis. The cognitive and sociomoral development studied in the 
Piagetian tradition30 takes place in accord with structural patterns that 
provide a reliable foil for intuitively recorded clinical deviations. 

(c) Mass media and mass culture. With its distinction between system 
and lifeworld, the theory of communicative action brings out the indepen¬ 
dent logic of socializatory interaction; the corresponding distinction be¬ 
tween two contrary types of communication media makes us sensitive to 
the ambivalent potential of mass communications. The theory makes us 
skeptical of the thesis that the essence of the public sphere has been 
liquidated in postliberal societies. According to Horkheimer and Adorno, 
the communication flows steered via mass media take the place of those 
communication structures that had once made possible public discussion 
and self-understanding by citizens and private individuals. With the shift 
from writing to images and sounds, the electronic media—first film and 
radio, later television—present themselves as an apparatus that completely 
permeates and dominates the language of everyday communication. On 
the one hand, it transforms the authentic content of modem culture into 
the sterilized and ideologically effective stereotypes of a mass culture that 
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merely replicates what exists; on the other hand, it uses up a culture 
cleansed of all subversive and transcending elements for an encompassing 
system of social controls, which is spread over individuals, in part reinforc¬ 
ing their weakened internal behavioral controls, in part replacing them. 
The mode of functioning of the culture industry is said to be a mirror 
image of the psychic apparatus, which, as long as the internalization of 
paternal authority was still functioning, had subjected instinctual nature 
to t^ie control of the superego in the way that technology had subjected 
outer nature to its domination. 

Against this theory we can raise the empirical objections that can 
always be brought against stylizing oversimplifications—that it proceeds 
ahistorically and does not take into consideration the structural change in 
the bourgeois public sphere; that it is not complex enough to take account 
of the marked national differences—from differences between private, 
public-legal, and state-controlled organizational structures of broadcasting 
agencies, to differences in programming, viewing practices, political cul¬ 
ture, and so forth. But there is an even more serious objection, an objection 
in principle, that can be derived from the dualism of media discussed 
above.31 

I distinguished two sorts of media that can ease the burden of the (risky 
and demanding) coordinating mechanism of reaching understanding: on 
the one hand, steering media, via which subsystems are differentiated out 
of the lifeworld; on the other hand, generalized forms of communication, 
which do not replace reaching agreement in language but merely condense 
it, and thus remain tied to lifeworld contexts. Steering media uncouple 
the coordination of action from building consensus in language altogether 
and neutralize it in regard to the alternative of coming to an agreement or 
failing to do so. In the other case we are dealing with a specialization of 
linguistic processes of consensus formation that remains dependent on 
recourse to the resources of the lifeworld background. The mass media 
belong to these generalized forms of communication. They free communi¬ 
cation processes from the provinciality of spatiotemporally restricted con¬ 
texts and permit public spheres to emerge, through establishing the abstract 
simultaneity of a virtually present network of communication contents far 
removed in space and time and through keeping messages available for 
manifold contexts. 

These media publics hierarchize and at the same time remove restric¬ 
tions on the horizon of possible communication. The one aspect cannot 
be separated from the other—and therein lies their ambivalent potential. 
Insofar as mass media one-sidely channel communication flows in a 
centralized network—from the center to the periphery or from above to 
below—they considerably strengthen the efficacy of social controls. But 
tapping this authoritarian potential is always precarious because there 
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is a counterweight of emancipatory potential built into communication 
structures themselves. Mass media can simultaneously contextualize and 
concentrate processes of reaching understanding, but it is only in the first 
instance that they relieve interaction from yes/no responses to criticizable 
validity claims. Abstracted and clustered though they are, these communi¬ 
cations cannot be reliably shielded from the possibility of opposition by 
responsible actors. 

When communications research is not abridged in an empiricist manner 
and allows for dimensions of reification in communicative everyday prac¬ 
tice,32 it confirms this ambivalence. Again and again reception research 
and program analysis have provided illustrations of theses in culture 
criticism that Adorno, above all, developed with a certain overstatement. 
In the meantime, the same energy has been put into working out the 
contradictions resulting from the facts that 

• the broadcasting networks are exposed to competing interests; they are 
not able to smoothly integrate economic, political and ideological, pro¬ 
fessional and aesthetic viewpoints;33 

• normally the mass media cannot, without generating conflict, avoid the 
obligations that accrue to them from their journalistic mission and the 
professional code of journalism;34 

• the programs do not only, or even for the most part, reflect the standards 
of mass culture;35 even when they take the trivial forms of popular 
entertainment, they may contain critical messages—“popular culture as 
popular revenge”;36 

• ideological messages miss their audience because the intended meaning 
is turned into its opposite under conditions of being received against a 
certain subcultural background;37 

• the inner logic of everyday communicative practice sets up defenses 
against the direct manipulative intervention of the mass media;38 and 

• the technical development of electronic media does not necessarily move 
in the direction of centralizing networks, even though “video pluralism” 
and “television democracy” are at the moment not much more than 
anarchist visions.39 

(d) Potentials for protest. My thesis concerning the colonization of the 
lifeworld, for which Weber’s theory of societal rationalization served as 
a point of departure, is based on a critique of functionalist reason, which 
agrees with the critique of instrumental reason only in its intention and in 
its ironic use of the word reason. One major difference is that the theory 
of communicative action conceives of the lifeworld as a sphere in which 
processes of reification do not appear as mere reflexes—as manifestations 
of a repressive integration emanating from an oligopolistic economy and 
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an authoritarian state. In this respect, the earlier critical theory merely 
repeated the errors of Marxist functionalism.40 My references to the 
socializatory relevance of the uncoupling of system and lifeworld and 
my remarks on the ambivalent potentials of mass media and mass culture 
show the private and public spheres in the light of a rationalized lifeworld 
in which system imperatives clash with independent communication struc¬ 
tures. The transposition of communicative action to media-steered interac¬ 
tions and the deformation of the structures of a damaged intersubjectivity 
are by no means predecided processes that might be distilled from a 
few global concepts. The analysis of lifeworld pathologies calls for an 
(unbiased) investigation of tendencies and contradictions. The fact that in 
welfare-state mass democracies class conflict has been institutionalized 
and thereby pacified does not mean that protest potential has been alto¬ 
gether laid to rest. But the potentials for protest emerge now along different 
lines of conflict—just where we would expect them to emerge if the thesis 
of the colonization of the lifeworld were correct. 

In the past decade or two, conflicts have developed in advanced Western 
societies that deviate in various ways from the welfare-state pattern of 
institutionalized conflict over distribution. They no longer flare up in 
domains of material reproduction; they are no longer channeled through 
parties and associations; and they can no longer be allayed by compensa¬ 
tions. Rather, these new conflicts arise in domains of cultural reproduction, 
social integration, and socialization; they are carried out in subinstitu- 
tional—or at least extraparliamentary—forms of protest; and the underly¬ 
ing deficits reflect a reification of communicatively structured domains of 
action that will not respond to the media of money and power. The issue 
is not primarily one of compensations that the welfare state can provide, 
but of defending and restoring endangered ways of life. In short, the new 
conflicts are not ignited by distribution problems but by questions having 
to do with the grammar of forms of life. 

This new type of conflict is an expression of the “silent revolution” in 
values and attitudes that R. Inglehart has observed in entire populations.41 
Studies by Hildebrandt and Dalton, and by Barnes and Kaase, confirm 
the change in themes from the “old politics” (which turns on questions of 
economic and social security, internal and military security) to a “new 
politics.”42 The new problems have to do with quality of life, equal rights, 
individual self-realization, participation, and human rights. In terms of 
social statistics, the “old politics” is more strongly supported by employ¬ 
ers, workers, and middle-class tradesmen, whereas the new politics finds 
stronger support in the new middle classes, among the younger generation, 
and in groups with more formal education. These phenomena tally with 
my thesis regarding internal colonization. 

If we take the view that the growth of the economic-administrative 
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complex sets off processes of erosion in the lifeworld, then we would 
expect old conflicts to be overlaid with new ones. A line of conflict forms 
between, on the one hand, a center composed of strata directly involved 
in the production process and interested in maintaining capitalist growth 
as the basis of the welfare-state compromise, and, on the other hand, a 
periphery composed of a variegated array of groups that are lumped 
together. Among the latter are those groups that are further removed from 
the “productivist core of performance” in late capitalist societies,43 that 
have been more strongly sensitized to the self-destructive consequences 
of the growth in complexity or have been more strongly affected by them.44 
The bond that unites these heterogeneous groups is the critique of growth. 
Neither the bourgeois emancipation movements nor the struggles of the 
organized labor movement can serve as a model for this protest. Historical 
parallels are more likely to be found in the social-romantic movements of 
the early industrial period, which were supported by craftsmen, plebians, 
and workers, in the defensive movements of the populist middle class, in 
the escapist movements (nourished by bourgeois critiques of civilization) 
undertaken by reformers, the Wandervogel, and the like. 

The current potentials for protest are very difficult to classify, because 
scenes, groupings, and topics change very rapidly. To the extent that 
organizational nuclei are formed at the level of parties or associations, 
members are recruited from the same diffuse reservoir.45 The following 
catchphrases serve at the moment to identify the various currents in 
the Federal Republic of Germany: the antinuclear and environmental 
movements; the peace movement (including the theme of north-south 
conflict); single-issue and local movements; the alternative movement 
(which encompasses the urban “scene,” with its squatters and alternative 
projects, as well as the rural communes); the minorities (the elderly, gays, 
handicapped, and so forth); the psychoscene, with support groups and 
youth sects; religious fundamentalism; the tax-protest movement, school 
protest by parents’ associations, resistance to “modernist” reforms; and, 
finally, the women’s movement. Of international significance are the 
autonomy movements struggling for regional, linguistic, cultural, and also 
religious independence. 

In this spectrum I will differentiate emancipatory potentials from poten¬ 
tials for resistance and withdrawal. After the American civil rights move¬ 
ment—which has since issued in a particularistic self-affirmation of black 
subcultures—only the feminist movement stands in the tradition of bour¬ 
geois-socialist liberation movements. The struggle against patriarchal op¬ 
pression and for the redemption of a promise that has long been anchored 
in the acknowledged universalistic foundations of morality and law gives 
feminism the impetus of an offensive movement, whereas the other move¬ 
ments have a more defensive character. The resistance and withdrawal 
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movements aim at stemming formally organized domains of action for the 
sake of communicatively structured domains, and not at conquering new 
territory. There is an element of particularism that connects feminism with 
these movements; the emancipation of women means not only establishing 
formal equality and eliminating male privilege, but overturning concrete 
forms of life marked by male monopolies. Furthermore, the historical 
legacy of the sexual division of labor to which women were subjected in 
the bourgeois nuclear family has given them access to contrasting virtues, 
to a register of values complementary to those of the male world and 
opposed to a one-sidedly rationalized everyday practice. 

Within resistance movements we can distinguish further between the 
defense of traditional and social rank (based on property) and a defense 
that already operates on the basis of a rationalized lifeworld and tries out 
new ways of cooperating and living together. This criterion makes it 
possible to demarcate the protest of the traditional middle classes against 
threats to neighborhoods by large technical projects, the protest of parents 
against comprehensive schools, the protest against taxes (patterned after 
the movement in support of Proposition 13 in California), and most of the 
movements for autonomy, on the one side, from the core of a new conflict 
potential, on the other: youth and alternative movements for which a 
critique of growth sparked by themes of ecology and peace is the common 
focus. It is possible to conceive of these conflicts in terms of resistance 
to tendencies toward a colonization of the lifeworld, as I hope now to 
indicate, at least in a cursory way.46 The objectives, attitudes, and ways 
of acting prevalent in youth protest groups can be understood, to begin 
with, as reactions to certain problem situations that are perceived with 
great sensitivity. 

“Green” problems. The intervention of large-scale industry into ecolog¬ 
ical balances, the growing scarcity of nonrenewable natural resources, as 
well as demographic developments present industrially developed socie¬ 
ties with major problems; but these challenges are abstract at first and call 
for technical and economic solutions, which must in turn be globally 
planned and implemented by administrative means. What sets off the 
protest is rather the tangible destruction of the urban environment; the 
despoliation of the countryside through housing developments, industrial¬ 
ization, and pollution; the impairment of health through the ravages of 
civilization, pharmaceutical side effects, and the like—that is, develop¬ 
ments that noticeably affect the organic foundations of the lifeworld and 
make us drastically aware of standards of liability, of inflexible limits to 
the deprivation of sensual-aesthetic background needs. 

Problems of excessive complexity. There are certainly good reasons to 
fear military potentials for destruction, nuclear power plants, atomic 
waste, genetic engineering, the storage and central utilization of private 
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data, and the like. These real anxieties are combined, however, with 
the terror of a new category of risks that are literally invisible and are 
comprehensible only from the perspective of the system. These risks 
invade the lifeworld and at the same time burst its dimensions. The 
anxieties function as catalysts for a feeling of being overwhelmed in view 
of the possible consequences of processes for which we are morally 
accountable—since we do set them in motion technically and politically— 
and yet for which we can no longer take moral responsibility—since their 
scale has put them beyond our control. Here resistance is directed against 
abstractions that are forced upon the lifeworld, although they go beyond 
the spatial, temporal, and social limits of complexity of even highly 
differentiated lifeworlds, centered as these are around the senses. 

Overburdening the communicative infrastructure. Something that is 
expressed rather blatantly in the manifestations of the psychomovement 
and renewed religious fundamentalism is also a motivating force behind 
most alternative projects and many citizens’ action groups—the painful 
manifestations of deprivation in a culturally impoverished and one-sidedly 
rationalized practice of everyday life. For this reason, ascriptive character¬ 
istics such as gender, age, skin color, neighborhood or locality, and 
religious affiliation serve to build up and separate communities, to estab¬ 
lish subculturally protected communities supportive of the search for 
personal and collective identity. The revaluation of the particular, the 
natural, the provincial, of social spaces that are small enough to be 
familiar, of decentralized forms of commerce and despecialized activities, 
of segmented pubs, simple interactions and dedifferentiated public 
spheres—all this is meant to foster the revitalization of possibilities for 
expression and communication that have been buried alive. Resistance to 
reformist interventions that turn into their opposite, because the means by 
which they are implemented run counter to the declared aims of social 
integration, also belongs in this context. 

The new conflicts arise along the seams between system and lifeworld. 
Earlier I described how the interchange between the private and public 
spheres, on the one hand, and the economic and administrative action 
systems, on the other, takes place via the media of money and power, and 
how it is institutionalized in the roles of employees and consumers, citizens 
and clients of the state. It is just these roles that are the targets of protest. 
Alternative practice is directed against the profit-dependent instrumentali- 
zation of work in one’s vocation, the market-dependent mobilization 
of labor power, against the extension of pressures of competition and 
performance all the way down into elementary school. It also takes aim at 
the monetarization of services, relationships, and time, at the consumerist 
redefinition of private spheres of life and personal lifestyles. Furthermore, 
the relation of clients to public-service agencies is to be opened up and 
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reorganized in a participatory mode, along the lines of self-help organiza¬ 
tions. It is above all in the domains of social policy and health policy 
(e.g., in connection with psychiatric care) that models of reform point in 
this direction. Finally, certain forms of protest negate the definitions of 
the role of citizen and the routines for pursuing interests in a purposive- 
rational manner—forms ranging from the undirected explosion of distur¬ 
bances by youth (“Zurich is burning!”), through calculated or surrealistic 
violations of rules (after the pattern of the American civil rights movement 
and student protests), to violent provocation and intimidation. 

According to the programmatic conceptions of some theoreticians, a 
partial disintegration of the social roles of employees and consumers, 
of clients and citizens of the state, is supposed to clear the way for 
counterinstitutions that develop from within the lifeworld in order to 
set limits to the inner dynamics of the economic and political-administra¬ 
tive action systems. These institutions are supposed, on the one hand, 
to divert out of the economic system a second, informal sector that is 
no longer oriented to profit and, on the other hand, to oppose to the 
party system new forms of a “politics in the first person,” a politics 
that is expressive and at the same time has a democratic base.47 Such 
institutions would reverse just those abstractions and neutralizations by 
which in modem societies labor and political will-formation have been 
tied to media-steered interaction. The capitalist enterprise and the 
mass party (as an “ideology-neutral organization for acquiring power”) 
generalize their points of social entry via labor markets and manufactured 
public spheres; they treat their employees and voters as abstract labor 
power and voting subjects; and they keep at a distance—as environments 
of the system—those spheres in which personal and collective identities 
can alone take shape. By contrast, the counterinstitutions are intended 
to dedifferentiate some parts of the formally organized domains of 
action, remove them from the clutches of the steering media, and return 
these “liberated areas” to the action-coordinating mechanism of reaching 
understanding. 

However unrealistic these ideas may be, they are important for the 
polemical significance of the new resistance and withdrawal movements 
reacting to the colonization of the lifeworld. This significance is obscured, 
both in the self-understanding of those involved and in the ideological 
imputations of their opponents, if the communicative rationality of cultural 
modernity is rashly equated with the functionalist rationality of self- 
maintaining economic and administrative action systems—that is, when¬ 
ever the rationalization of the lifeworld is not carefully distinguished from 
the increasing complexity of the social system. This confusion explains the 
fronts—which are out of place and obscure the real political oppositions— 
between the antimodemism of the Young Conservatives48 and the neocon- 
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servative defense of postmodemity49 that robs a modernity at variance 
with itself of its rational content and its perspectives on the future.50 
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