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1

1.	 Introduction to The Elgar Companion to 
Jürgen Habermas
William Outhwaite and Larry Ray

When Habermas’s friend Hannah Arendt reviewed Karl Mannheim’s Ideologie und 
Utopie in 1930, she heavily marked and commented the following sentence, rendered 
in the English translation of 1936 (p. 59) as: ‘It should be noted that the historically 
changing nature of mind was discovered not so much by philosophy as by the pen-
etration of political insight into the everyday life of the time.’1 Habermas himself 
had only just been born, in 1929, but this remark fits his own life work, as well as 
Arendt’s, rather neatly.

	 1  ‘So hat nicht die Philosophie die Historizität des Geistes entdeckt, sondern das 
politisierte Leben jener Zeit.’ (The German original is more direct: ‘It is not philoso-
phy which discovered the historicity of the mind, but rather the politicized life of that 
time’; the reference is to the time of Hegel and the historical school.) The only easily 
decipherable comment by Arendt is ‘Evol[ution] der Philos[ophie]’. She also underlined 
the more contemporary reference on page 15: ‘Es ist äußerst wahrscheinlich, daß die 
auf Ideologieverdacht eingestellte Seelenhaltung der Hauptsache nach im Gebiete der 
alltäglichen Lebenserfahrung der politischen Praxis entsteht.’ In the English translation 
(p. 55), ‘It is extremely probable that everyday experience with political affairs first made 
man aware of and critical toward the ideological element in his thinking.’ See https://
www​.bard​.edu​/library​/arendt​/pdfs​/Mannheim​_IdeologieUndUtopie​.pdf and Christian 
Pichel’s review of Stefania Maffeis, Transnationale Philosophie. Hannah Arendt und die 
Zirkulation des Politischen. 

Habermas has in a sense himself written the biographical part of our introduction, 
most recently in the volume of interviews with Stefan Müller-Doohm, his leading 
biographer, and Roman Yos, author of Der junge Habermas (2019). Growing up in 
Nazi Germany and horrified by what was revealed in the Nüremberg trials, he cites 
this ‘caesura’ as what motivated him to choose to study philosophy (Habermas 2024a: 
9–14). After semesters in Göttingen and Zürich he moved on to Bonn, where he met 
Karl-Otto Apel, whose work often paralleled and inspired his own. After complet-
ing his doctoral dissertation on Schelling, now available online and discussed in this 
volume by Dorothee Zucca, he became Theodor Adorno’s assistant at the Institute 
for Social Research in Frankfurt, gradually absorbing the work of what came to be 
called the Frankfurt School, including Adorno’s Prisms, which he read ‘literally on 
the train to Frankfurt’ (Habermas 2024a: 40). As well as continuing to write for 
newspapers, at the Institute he wrote an introduction to a collective volume on the 
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2  The Elgar companion to Jürgen Habermas﻿

political attitudes of students, which fed into his Habilitation thesis on the Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere. By then he had had to leave the Institute, 
where Max Horkheimer found him too radical. Wolfgang Abendroth at Marburg, 
who approved his Habilitation thesis, ‘saved my academic career’ (Habermas 2024a: 
58); this continued in Heidelberg from 1961 to 1964. While in Frankfurt, however, he 
had engaged substantially with psychoanalytic theory, and in retrospect he stresses 
its importance for his thought, expressed in his 1968 book Knowledge and Human 
Interests as a model of emancipatory knowledge and in his later work on language 
(Habermas 2024a: 52–56).

Working in Heidelberg in a philosophy department, having come to think of 
himself more as a sociologist, he ‘found a philosophical topic’ (Habermas 2024a: 
66) which became his other book of 1968, The Logic of the Social Sciences, which 
reflected among other things (Wittgenstein and the philosopher of science Ernest 
Nagel) his engagement with the hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer, whose Truth 
and Method had been published in 1960. A volume documenting his ‘controversy’ 
with Gadamer (Apel et al. 1971) ‘deepened rather than burdened our friendship’ 
(Habermas 2024a: 72) This is also true of his more distanced friendship with the 
system theorist Niklas Luhmann, a controversy documented in a book published 
in the same year and in a subsequent volume (Habermas and Luhmann 1971; see 
Habermas 2024a: 96–97).

Back in Frankfurt in 1964 as Professor of Philosophy and Sociology, succeeding 
Horkheimer, with whom he had become reconciled, Habermas’s inaugural lecture 
in 1965 launched what became Knowledge and Human Interests, a book which he 
regards with affection but as superseded. Asked if he still endorses the slogan in the 
preface: ‘That we deny reflection is positivism’, he replies that he would now say 
‘naturalism’, still understanding by this a narrowly scientistic attitude to the social 
world. ‘It is not an accident that social theory emerged in the form of Hegel’s phi-
losophy of right and has remained also an operation of a philosophical character’ 
(Habermas 2024a: 90).

After conflicts in connection with the student movements and later over the 
succession, following Adorno’s death in 1969, to the directorship of the Institute, 
which Habermas had turned down in order to have more time for his own work, 
in 1971 he took up the co-directorship of the Max Planck Institute in Starnberg. 
There, surrounded by exceptional younger social theorists and sociologists of sci-
ence, he published in 1973 his very influential Legitimation Crisis, another book on 
the Reconstruction of Historical Materialism, discussed below, and in 1981 what 
perhaps remains his major work, Theory of Communicative Action, which built on 
the focus on language which he had first presented in the Christian Gauss lectures in 
1970 and subsequent essays. When one of us edited for Polity a selection of extracts 
from his work (Outhwaite 1996), he had two requests: first, that the extracts should 
not be too short and fragmented, and second, that they should be drawn more from 
work of this period and subsequently than from what preceded it.

Conflicts over the future of the Starnberg Institute after the retirement of co-direc-
tor Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, along with the repeated refusal of the University 
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﻿Introduction  3

of Munich, in notoriously conservative Bavaria, to give him an honorary chair, led 
Habermas to resign in 1981 and he returned to a post at Frankfurt University, where 
he remained until his retirement in 1994. The mid-1980s saw the ‘historians’ contro-
versy’ over what Habermas saw as attempts to whitewash the Nazi past and, more 
happily, research funds which enabled him to build on the discourse ethics which 
he and Apel had developed (with rather different emphases) into a theory of law 
and democracy, Between Facts and Norms (1996 [1994]). Some critics saw this as 
a departure from the more critical approach to law in Theory of Communicative 
Action, and in the interview volume Habermas spends a good deal of time spell-
ing out his conception of the relation between morality, ethics, democratic law and 
modernity. Although he personally moved from discourse ethics to the study of law, 
he notes that historically ‘modern law preceded morality insofar as it led to the radi-
cal break with the old conception of an ontologically based order of the “general 
good”’ (Habermas 2024a: 130). Law remains, however, linked to morality: ‘In the 
modern constitutional state the legality of decisions is only legitimate so long as 
it is in agreement with morally substantial basic or human rights which have been 
anchored in the constitution by the democratic legislator’ (Habermas 2024a: 131).

Another main focus of the volume is post-metaphysical thought, as adumbrated in 
The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (1987 [1985]) and presented more fully 
from 1988 to the present. His most recent major book, he says, draws on the accounts 
of social evolution (detached from the philosophy of history) in Legitimation Crisis 
and the Reconstruction of Historical Materialism and given a more linguistic focus 
in the Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas 2024a: 146). He accepts the char-
acterization of his engagement with theoretical traditions, and recently with the his-
tory of philosophy, as interpretative exegesis (‘verstehende Exegese’) and regrets that 
he did not feel able to engage with non-Western thought (Habermas 2024a: 174–177).

The last section of the interview volume is devoted to his astonishingly wide and 
intense engagement with a wide variety of colleagues (and very often friends) over 
his career. Looking forward to the future of the world, with the existing and wors-
ening capitalist and ecological crises now added to by a major European war, he 
upholds against what he admits may be the ‘pessimism of old age’ his ‘background 
assumption of cumulative learning processes’ (Habermas 2024a: 155) and of the 
possible development, despite all regressions, of what he calls in his last major work 
‘rational freedom’.2

This is also the focus of, in particular, Regina Kreide’s chapter in an edited vol-
ume on Habermas’s later work. In her gloss on Habermas’s position, in contrast to 
religious promises, ‘Modernity has nothing to offer but unconditional trust in the 
possibility of reshaping the future through rational (collective) action’ (Kreide 2024: 
308). However,

	 2  This is also the title of a recent volume of essays on his later work (Müller-Doohm 
et al. 2024).
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4  The Elgar companion to Jürgen Habermas﻿

Although Habermas is of course very aware of the abysses of reason, he rarely focuses on 
the fact that the development of rational freedom was accompanied from the beginning by 
its opposite: the denial of freedom and inclusive reason. (Kreide 2024: 321)

Kreide (2024: 321–324) illustrates this ‘dialectical history of progress and regression’ 
with particular reference to racism and colonialism. In his reply, Habermas admits 
that ‘in a milieu shaped by valuable postcolonial studies’ his Western focus ‘can give 
rise prima facie to the suspicion that even in self-critically developed conceptions 
of reason there may be entrenched repressive prejudices’ (Habermas 2024b: 418). 
Kreide has brought out his motivation, ‘as the current political-cultural regression is 
evident, to reconstruct learning processes’ (Habermas 2024b: 420).

Both of us have written substantially about Habermas’s work and so, without 
attempting an overall assessment, we now move on to introduce the themes covered 
more thoroughly in the present book.

The sequence of the chapters broadly corresponds to the chronological develop-
ment of Habermas’s work, from what he initially conceived as a philosophy of history 
with a practical purpose, via a focus on the mutual dependence of epistemology and 
social theory, to the model of communicative action and post-metaphysical thought 
which frames all his subsequent work, along with its extension into the domains of 
moral and legal theory and more specific topics such as European integration.

Chapter 2 addresses the relation between sociology or, more broadly, social theory 
and philosophy which has shaped Habermas’s work since he first decided on leaving 
school to study philosophy rather than medicine (Habermas 2024a: 11–12). Part of 
his motivation was a desire to understand what in German culture and its ambiva-
lent response to European modernity had made Nazism possible (Habermas 2024a: 
9–10). He was not motivated by a more traditional, platonic or contemplative concep-
tion of philosophy, but ‘more in Marxism and pragmatism’ and with a desire to make 
the world a little better. ‘Thus I am very happy with the description “philosopher 
and sociologist”’ (Habermas 2024a: 14). Stefan Müller-Doohm, who conducted this 
interview along with Roman Yos, attended Adorno’s lectures as a student and is 
the author of definitive biographies of Adorno and Habermas and recent important 
articles on the relation between them and specific themes such as post-metaphysical 
thought. In his chapter here, which ranges across the whole of Habermas’s work, 
he addresses the interplay of philosophical and sociological motifs and the ways in 
which they illuminate our contemporary predicaments.

In Chapter 3, Marcos Nobre, author of books on Adorno, Lukács, Habermas and 
critical theory, also focuses on the way in which Habermas’s theorizing has constantly 
engaged with contemporary reality and in particular with the way in which ‘Since the 
end of the 1960s, Western societies have been approaching a state in which the herit-
age of Occidental rationalism is no longer accepted without argument’ (Habermas 
1984: xli). As Nobre points out, this is in tension with his emphasis also on the impact 
of social criticism and social movements at the same time. More positively, ‘he found 
a place in the Critical Theory for everyday practices, for new democratic impulses, 

William Outhwaite and Larry Ray - 9781803923710
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 01/10/2026 07:19:26PM

via free access



﻿Introduction  5

not the least because of the unprecedented and original weight he attributed to the 
public sphere. In this respect, all critical theorists are post-Habermasian.’

In perhaps the most critical discussion in this book of Habermas’s achievement, in 
Chapter 4 Fabian Freyenhagen, who has written substantially on critical theory and 
co-edited, with Gordon Finlayson, a major book on the Rawls–Habermas exchange, 
contrasts Habermas’s search for normative foundations of critical theory with the 
earlier positions of Horkheimer, in ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’, and Adorno. 
Habermas claimed to have rescued critical theory from the ‘dead end’ of negativ-
ity and performative self-contradiction in Adorno and Horkheimer. However, rather 
than providing an additional resource for their emancipatory project, Freyenhagen 
suggests that Habermas has abandoned key elements of it in a search for grounds 
of which his predecessors were justifiably suspicious. And rather than responding 
to these concerns he simply assumes that such grounding is needed. Freyenhagen 
thus concurs with several critical theorists, such as Jay Bernstein in the US and Peter 
Osborne in the UK, who have argued in one way or another for a return to a focus 
on the earlier critical theory of what came to be called, however inappropriately, the 
Frankfurt School. On the other hand, Müller-Doohm argues that Habermas’s social 
theory not only defends a conception of reason characterized as ‘comprehensive’ 
but also develops a conception of critical sociology as a theory of society which is 
normatively substantial and diagnostically powerful and is capable of analysing the 
paradoxes of modernity. Moreover, he sees Habermas’s work as an evolving pro-
ject that addresses the structurally determined crisis dynamics manifest in climate 
change, the risks of large-scale technology, military imbalances and the risky strate-
gies of the global financial markets.

Dorothee Zucca provides in Chapter 5 what may be the first substantial discussion 
in English of Habermas’s doctoral dissertation on Schelling and his related work, 
both from that early period and in his recent history of philosophy. There were few 
copies of this unpublished dissertation and little mention of it outside the German 
language area. Zucca, who studied in Bremen and is, like Müller-Doohm, with whom 
she has co-published, a long-standing follower of Habermas’s work (notably in her 
major book of 2015 on communicative action), shows that it was here, more than 
directly with Hegel and Marx, that Habermas began his systematic and permanent 
engagement with reason in history and with his theory of intersubjectivity and com-
municative action. This chapter is therefore closely related to Zucca’s second chapter 
in this book (Chapter 9), on communicative action and the lifeworld, which we have 
placed later in order to follow the chronology of Habermas’s work. She also engages 
critically with the secondary discussion of the dissertation by Manfred Frank and 
others. Fichte and Schelling are hardly household names in the English-speaking 
world, though Fichte crops up here and there in the discussion of Habermas, as noted 
in the final chapter of this book, on Habermas’s global reception.

We remain in the area of Habermas’s early work with Roman Yos’s Chapter 6 on 
Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, based on Habermas’s second dissertation (the 
‘Habilitation’) and published in 1962, though not available in English until 1991. This 
drew on Habermas’s earlier writing of an introduction to the Institute’s study Student 
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6  The Elgar companion to Jürgen Habermas﻿

und Politik, and there also connections both to the theme of diagnosis of the times 
in Marcos Nobre’s chapter and to the theme of philosophy of history in Dorothee 
Zucca’s. In his recent interview with Müller-Doohm and Yos, Habermas (2024a: 57) 
states that he chose the topic because of ‘my disappointment about the formation of 
political opinion and will and generally about the repressive climate in the Adenauer 
period’. As he stresses, with his conception of the public sphere he was after some-
thing ‘more ambitious’ than studies of public opinion (Habermas 2024a: 59). Yos 
concludes with Habermas’s focus on the ‘explosion of critical publicity between the 
fixed paths of institutionally pre-formed processes [as] one of the lasting insights of 
Strukturwandel’.

In Chapter 7, Simon Susen, whose first book in 2007 remains the most substan-
tial comparative discussion of Habermas and Bourdieu, systematically discusses 
Habermas’s Erkenntnis und Interesse, translated under the (as he notes) somewhat 
problematic title of Knowledge and Human Interests. Along with Strukturwandel it 
is probably his most read book, and although he now sees it as not only superseded in 
his subsequent work but a bit over-ambitious in ranging from Hegel’s Phenomenology 
of Spirit to ‘psychoanalytic self-reflection’ (Habermas 2024a: 89), it is clear that he 
still regards it with affection. Reflection remains important, even if his target might 
be better expressed not as social-scientific positivism but a broader concept of ‘natu-
ralism’ (Habermas 2024a: 89–90). Susen discusses the rigidity of the model of just 
three knowledge-guiding interests, which Habermas has since broadened in his con-
ception of reconstructive science. Re-evaluating Habermas’s critique of Marx, he 
suggests that there is a striking parallel between Marx’s four-dimensional approach 
to labour and Habermas’s four-dimensional approach to language that has been 
largely overlooked. He ends by pointing to a residual tension in Habermas’s relation 
to the transcendental. Even if Habermas’s project is to replace the concept of tran-
scendental subject with that of a self-formative species, he fails to go the whole way. 
As Freyenhagen also points out, this tension pervades Habermas’s work through to 
his history of philosophy, with his lifetime friend Karl-Otto Apel, who did not live 
to see the latter book, urging a more transcendentalist approach. The Kant–Hegel 
interface remains central.

Habermas’s ten years at the Starnberg Institute in the 1970s began with his refor-
mulation of Marxist crisis theory in Legitimation Crisis and continued with the 
essays published as Reconstruction of Historical Materialism in 1976. Stefan Müller-
Doohm (2016: 136) reports that Habermas replied in 1973 to a complaint that he had 
abandoned Marxism by saying that ‘scientific traditions exist in order to be tested 
and revised. One does not qualify as a Marxist by virtue of a confession of faith in an 
author whose main work is about a hundred years old by now.’ In Chapter 8, William 
Outhwaite, in a translated and updated chapter from a volume based on a conference 
in 2012, traces the continuities and discontinuities in Habermas’s relation to histori-
cal materialism. Underlying this is his reformulation of social evolutionary theory in 
terms of learning processes in both material technology and social organization, as 
he stressed in his reply at the conference.
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﻿Introduction  7

What we described above as the Kant–Hegel interface is also the focus of 
Dorothee Zucca’s second chapter in this volume (Chapter 9), based on her book of 
2015. Habermas shares the later Husserl’s belief in the primacy of the lifeworld, but 
conceives it in different ways, as both ‘a culturally transmitted and linguistically 
organized stock of interpretive patterns’ and also ‘the horizon within which com-
municative actions are “always already” moving’ (Habermas 1987: 124, 119). Zucca 
explores the tensions in ‘this complex concept of the lifeworld, based on formal prag-
matics, socio-cultural description and social theory’. Her conclusion is that ‘Just as, 
for Kant, reason does not penetrate nature but remains external to it, the same seems 
to apply to the Kantian pragmatist Habermas: communicative rationality has no sub-
stantial chance to gain access to history itself, as a history of reason.’

In Chapter 10, Regina Kreide demonstrates the attraction of Habermas’s account 
of human rights as intrinsically linked to democracy under modern conditions. 
(They also have to be legally entrenched, so that governments cannot abolish them 
without fundamentally changing their constitutions or breaching their international 
obligations.) Kreide also discusses the ways in which Habermas revised his earlier 
conception of the public sphere in response to criticism, seeing it now as more plu-
ral, diversified and procedural. He later also internationalized his model, such that 
national media ‘open up to each other’. He has also addressed in outline the digitali-
zation of public spheres. As Kreide shows, however, some critics have seen his model 
of democracy and public spheres as too idealistic, and others as too limited.

Hauke Brunkhorst’s wide-ranging Chapter 11 relates to his multi-volume pro-
ject on the critical and even revolutionary role of law, as well as his long-standing 
efforts to draw the most radical implications out of Habermas’s oeuvre. He also takes 
Habermas’s early engagement with Schelling as his starting point, which he links 
to the final sentence of Habermas’s history of philosophy and the transcendent role 
of critical reason. Through detailed discussions of egalitarian movements and revo-
lutionary rituals, he reconstructs a conception of ethical life or Sittlichkeit, under-
pinned by constitutional law in the world revolutions.

Once he had established himself as a leading theorist of democracy, it was perhaps 
inevitable that Habermas would engage with the highly original conceptions of cos-
mopolitan democracy developed by the late David Held with Daniele Archibugi and 
others, as he did in Die postnationale Konstellation. What was not so predictable 
was that he would engage so closely and passionately with the details of European 
integration (which had not previously much interested him) in a string of publications 
which, as Markus Patberg notes in Chapter 12, bridge the divide which Habermas 
has always maintained between his ‘political writings’ and his more specifically aca-
demic works. The ill-fated constitutional convention at the beginning of this century, 
sabotaged by member-state elites, was for obvious reasons a particular focus of his 
attention. Further, Patberg notes that as Brexit has made clear, every form of EU 
disintegration brings with it the danger of a loss of democratic rights, institutions 
and capacities. Nonetheless, Habermas has continued to argue that the European 
Union, as Patberg puts it, ‘despite all its normative deficits, has a certain democratic 
substance that can be rationally reconstructed’.
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8  The Elgar companion to Jürgen Habermas﻿

In Chapter 13, Hans-Herbert Kögler, who throughout his career has followed 
Habermas in developing critical hermeneutics, addresses Habermas’s massive his-
tory of philosophy with a particular focus on his surprisingly detailed treatment of 
religion as it feeds into post-metaphysical moral-practical philosophy. In a largely 
sympathetic discussion, Kögler, who has also written at length about the Axial Age, 
as theorized by Karl Jaspers, Jan Assmann and Johann Arnason (another leading 
critical theorist), points to the limitations of Habermas’s concentration on Jewish 
and Christian religions at the expense of other religious traditions. He concludes 
that Habermas’s immense project requires a more robust, systematic and universal 
reconstruction of the interpretive resources on which any mode of knowledge (reli-
gious, metaphysical, empirical or moral) necessarily relies. Such a project, he says, 
transcends the power of any individual and even culture, and points to the demand of 
a truly shared and intercultural dialogue about those resources and their impact on 
our practical and moral self-understanding.

In Chapter 14, Marina Calloni, who recently edited and introduced the Italian 
translation of Habermas’s new public sphere book, addresses the feminist discussion 
of his work since its inception in the early years of what is now known as second 
wave feminism, and his increasingly welcoming response to feminist critiques, in 
what has been described as a ‘productive tensional relationship’. She concludes that 
his thought exemplifies how confrontation – rather than mere consensus – serves as 
the driving force of reflection, enabling ideas to transcend their historical moment 
and contextual constraints, engaging in a perpetual process of renewal and social 
transformation.

Isabelle Aubert’s Chapter 15 shows how the concept of solidarity, which had 
arguably been a subterranean presence in Habermas’s early thought (not least in its 
Marxist form), emerges with The Inclusion of the Other as a major theme, opening 
his model to an awareness of diversity which has become a leading topic in later 
developments in critical theory. Axel Honneth’s account of recognition, bringing 
together Hegel and Mead, and the late Iris Marion Young’s feminist stress on diver-
sity and on forms of oppression which are not addressed by conceptions of distribu-
tive justice, point here to one of the main ways in which Habermas’s thought has been 
developed by younger theorists, including also Seyla Benhabib, Nancy Fraser, Rainer 
Forst and others.

In the final chapter of the book, William Outhwaite draws on a multi-authored 
volume on the global reception of Habermas to show the varied ways in which dif-
ferent national traditions, often operating in isolation from one another until recent 
times though now increasingly ‘open to one another’, have responded to his mas-
sive oeuvre. This Companion attempts to embrace the incredibly rich corpus of 
Habermas’s life work and the diversity of themes that appear within it. We hope that 
it will also be clear from this collection that running through the different modes of 
Habermas’s work is probably the most comprehensive attempt in contemporary soci-
ology and philosophy to grapple with the problems of emancipatory potential in the 
post-war world. There is also from the beginning of Habermas’s project the fear and 
warning of a relapse into authoritarianism. The possibility of a more peaceful and 
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democratic global order that briefly appeared to be taking shape after the end of the 
Cold War has now collapsed into brutal wars and the resurgence of anti-democratic 
populism. In his early work in particular, and long prior to the emergence of social 
media, Habermas warned of the ‘colonizing’ effects of commercialization of mass 
communications in the public sphere. As we look at the contemporary world this 
warning looks as relevant as ever.
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