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1. Introduction

Jürgen Habermas�s overall theory of communicative action relies on two
separate but connected claims: that instrumentalism is parasitic on a more
comprehensive notion of rationality and that explaining the necessary
conditions for mutual linguistic understanding demonstrates and articu-
lates the rudimentary elements of this more comprehensive notion. These
two claims are considered as the cornerstones of his theory of commu-
nicative rationality. Without the first, his account for cultural tradition,
social integration, and socialization would be not only dubious but also
unnecessary, because the same explanatory power could be achieved by
relying on instrumental accounts of such phenomena. Without the sec-
ond, his protestations against instrumentalism would be merely negative,
unable to produce a viable alternative to the criticized paradigm. Thus,
without some plausible defense of these assertions, the entire undertaking
fails to get off the ground.

Even though these two claims are fundamental to Habermas�s
undertaking, it is obvious that there are other matters at issue. After
all, Habermas is not only concerned to demonstrate the superiority of
his social theory with respect to its explanatory power vis-à-vis
instrumentalism; his main objective, not unlike that of Kant, is to
demonstrate the possibility of rational redemption of both moral and
political values. This means that he needs to justify a universal moral
principle of some sort that avoids the value subjectivism inherent in
purely instrumental conceptions of reason. If such a justification were
successful, Habermas would then also be in a position to assess some
existing moral and political values through the newly discovered cri-
terion. It is thus at this juncture that we encounter a transition from
Habermas as a descriptive social theorist to Habermas as a critical
social theorist.
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Here, we will consider the purported relations between understanding,
reasons, and argumentation and offer an explanation of such relations.
We will also take up the derivation of the moral principle or, principle of
universalization, as it is called by Habermas, both in terms of its structure
as well as the attempted justification of discourse rules and argue that
because the derivation relies on the justification of the discourse rules, and
the discourse rules are, in turn, dependent upon the parasitic nature of
the instrumental stance vis-à-vis the communicative stance, Habermas�s
ethical theory, while not identical to his overall theory of communicative
action or rationality is nevertheless inseparable from it. This argument, if
correct, establishes the holistic nature of Habermas�s overall undertaking,
a fact that does not always receive emphasis in Habermas scholarship.1

We will also see that Habermas�s attempt at establishing an unconditional
universalization principle, the fundamental component of his discourse
ethics, fails since he fails in establishing the need for adoption of that
principle by all linguistic users, including ethical skeptics. This negative
conclusion, along with the inseparability thesis, if correct, expresses
skepticism regarding Habermas�s overall theory of communicative action.

2. Understanding, Justifications, and Argumentation

Habermas�s theory of communicative rationality begins from the insight
that to understand sentence meaning is to know what makes it accept-
able.2 To know, in turn, the acceptability conditions are to know, mini-
mally, the kinds of justifications that could be offered on behalf of the
claim embodied in the utterance. Thus when uttering a sentence, a
speaker does not merely assert her belief in the truth or validity of the
sentence but also maintains that she has some reasons to believe that the
sentence in question is true and valid.3 It is only in the context of such
reasons that the speaker understands her utterance in the first place or, to
put it differently, the reasons one could adduce on behalf of one�s utter-
ance constitute the meaning of the utterance. This can be illustrated with
an example of regulative speech acts.

Habermas claims that in order for a speaker to understand an utter-
ance of the form, ‘‘I request that you give Y some money’’ as a request, it
is necessary for her to know why it is appropriate for her to utter the
request in the particular context. To know this, she would have to know
how to justify or redeem the normative validity claim. Without this, she
could not understand her own speech act as a request. The situation is
similar from the perspective of the addressee. She too, in order to
understand the utterance as a request, would have to know the
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‘‘conditions under which the speaker can have reasons to regard the
request as a valid imperative, which means in this case, as normatively
justified: for example, that S is addressing a friend, a colleague known to
be generous in money matters, a creditor, or an accomplice.’’4

It can be discerned from this that Habermas considers the nature of
beliefs holistically. If beliefs cannot be separated from language, and if
understanding utterance meaning cannot be had without understanding
how other beliefs and sentences are connected to that sentence or belief,
then talking about single, isolated beliefs is nonsensical. ‘‘The claim here
is a strong one: it is not that an agent is somehow �forced� to think out
potential justifications for her beliefs, but that the very idea of her having
a belief makes no sense outside the context of there being a whole lot of
epistemic connections with other beliefs.’’5 It is thus from the nature of
understanding linguistic utterances that the notion of justification
becomes an indispensable component of communicative rationality.
Justification here cannot merely be a private event as is the case with pure
instrumentalist conceptions of reason. The potential justifications are
always addressed to another subject who can, then, accept or reject the
justifications. Thus Habermas rejects the idea that justifications could be
thought out in a monological fashion—addressed to oneself, so to speak.
It is from this insight of justifications being necessarily intersubjective that
the notion of public accountability follows. If justifications are requisite
for mutual understanding, and mutual understanding cannot take place
monologically, then a speaker�s claim necessarily incurs a public com-
mitment to back up the claim.

If speech acts, in order to be speech acts at all, entail validity claims, and
if validity claims are internally connected to reasons, then we already also
have an internal connection to argumentation. Indeed we, as participants
in a discourse, have already incurred some rudimentary obligations for
argumentation. Specifically, both the speaker and the hearer incur
epistemic as well as normative obligations. With the speaker there is the
obligation to provide reasons for one�s constative and regulative utter-
ances. Thus in the face of ‘‘You do not have enough evidence to say that’’
the speaker must provide reasons to the contrary, while, in the case of
‘‘No, you have no right to ask that of me’’ the speaker, in order to make
the illocutionary component of the speech understood must likewise
provide reasons for why she is entitled to make the request. Similar
obligations bind the hearer. For every ‘‘no’’ the hearer is also obligated to
offer reasons for rejecting the speaker�s speech act. Thus both rejections
above must, if demanded, be accompanied by reasons. It should also be
noted that neither the epistemic nor the normative obligations seem to
have an absolute status. The epistemic obligations appear to bind one only
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if one wishes to be understood; the normative obligations seem to bind one
only if one wishes, in addition, to establish legitimate interpersonal
relations that are premised on mutual recognition.

3. Derivation of the Moral Principle

It is clear that some, albeitminimal, ethical implications canbederived from
the considerations above. Explicitly, we could formalize a rule of argu-
mentation which states the following: a person whose proposition or norm
is disputed must provide reasons for the assertion of the proposition or
norm in question; and similarly, a person who contests a proposition or
norm must provide reasons for such contestation. It is obvious that such a
rudimentary rule is inadequate for amore robustmoral theory, since it does
not, for example, specify the set of possible participants or allow us to say
anything about the possible rights of persons. The rule is stated merely as a
principle of conditional obligation. In order to meet these and other
problems, a more expansive theory of argumentation is necessary.

Habermas�s general approach for the derivation of moral norms
more expansive in scope and, ultimately, a universal moral principle, is
to glean both things from the necessary presuppositions of argumen-
tation: ‘‘every argumentation, regardless of the context in which it
occurs, rests on pragmatic presuppositions from whose propositional
content the principle of universalism (U) can be derived.’’6 More spe-
cifically, the thesis is that anyone who partakes in human linguistic
communication at all is thereby necessarily involved in argumentation,
and by being necessarily involved in argumentation, must presuppose
certain rules of argumentation that turn out to have the status of
moral norms. In effect, Habermas�s thesis is an attempt to deny the
merely conditional or hypothetical nature of argumentative obligations
referred to above.

The justification of the rules for argumentation that are said to be
unavoidable come from utilizing the logical rule Habermas calls per-
formative contradiction. This entails demonstrating that the presuppo-
sitions of argumentation can be denied only from within argumentation
which, in turn, would amount to a manifest contradiction–hence the
inescapable nature of the presuppositions. If this approach is successful,
then certain moral norms are also inescapable, because the general rules
of argumentation just are so many moral norms. The Kantian influence
is palpable in this approach. Like Kant, Habermas is relying on a
certain notion of rationality to generate moral norms. Whereas Kant
attempted to derive particular duties from the idea of self-contradiction,
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Habermas proposes to do the same by relying instead on the idea of
performative contradiction. Hence, Habermas merely replaces Kant�s
notion of self-contradiction with that of performative contradiction. In
either case, at the least, a non-compliant person is charged with being
irrational.

In order to offer a concrete example of Habermas�s method of deri-
vation, it is instructive to begin by explicating some of the most basic
discourse rules. Citing R. Alexy with approval, Habermas goes on to list
the following rules:

1.1. No speaker may contradict himself
1.2. Every speaker who applies predicate F to object A must be pre-

pared to apply F to all other objects resembling A in all relevant
respects

1.3. Different speakers may not use the same expression with different
meanings7

These rules are only meant as examples and not as an exhaustive list.
Alexy, for instance, lists an additional rule 1.4. in this category which is
that ‘‘Each speaker may only assert what he himself believes.’’8 The
concern is not so much to offer a definitive catalogue of the rules, but to
investigate their genesis. We want an answer to the question, how are
rules of discourse justified?

The short answer to the question is that such rules are necessary for
linguistic communication as such. Alexy, for instance, offers the Kantian
justification for 1.4. that without such an assumption for sincerity even
lying would be impossible.9 Thus a liar must assume the sincerity rule,
since without such an assumption, the attempted lie becomes prag-
matically inefficacious. Habermas�s analysis of this is slightly different.
He claims that breaking the sincerity rule makes it impossible for
someone to convince someone else that something is the case. At best,
we are told, someone can talk someone into believing that something is
the case by resorting to lies.10 Both analyses bring out the nature of
justification for such a discourse rule and discourse rules in general.
They are derived by ‘‘convincing a person who contests the hypothetical
reconstructions offered that he is caught up in performative contradic-
tions.’’11

Habermas characterizes rules 1.1 through 1.3 as having no ethical
import, while it is obvious that rule 1.4 does have ethical implications.
However, none of these rules are sufficient for the justification of a uni-
versal moral principle, which is Habermas�s ultimate objective. For that,
we require an additional set of rules that function at another level. Again,
following Alexy, Habermas suggests the following rules:
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3.1. Every subject with the competence to speak and act is allowed to
take part in a discourse

3.2. a. Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever
b. Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever into the

discourse
c. Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires, and needs

3.3. No speaker may be prevented, by internal or external coercion,
from exercising his rights as laid down in 3.1 and 3.212

In contrast with the previous rules of obligation, these rules can be more
properly characterized as securing certain rights. 3.1 defines the set of
participants as all individuals who are capable of speaking and acting. 3.2
guarantees an equal opportunity to contribute to the argument through
questioning, asserting, and expressing. 3.3 appears to follow from 3.1 and
3.2, since if everyone enjoys these rights as stated, then it follows that as
rights, they should not be tampered with. The justification of these rules is
identical to the justification of the previous rules. We cannot rationally
convince ourselves that a norm is justified by excluding and silencing
other persons who would be affected by the adoption of the norm. We can
only, at best, talk ourselves into believing a norm by this method.13 If we
allow that this justificatory method is correct, then Habermas thinks he is
in position to derive the principle of universalization according to which a
norm can be regarded as valid if and only if ‘‘all affected can accept the
consequences and the side effects its general observance can be antici-
pated to have for the satisfaction of everyone�s interests (and these con-
sequences are preferred to those of known alternative possibilities for
regulation).’’14 Therefore, the principle of universalization is derived from
the rules 3.1 through 3.3, while the rules themselves are, in turn, derived
from the notion of performative contradiction.

4. Critique of the Moral Principle

As we have seen, Habermas thinks that the universalization principle
which functions as a rule of argumentation can be derived from the dis-
course rules: ‘‘If after these cursory remarks we accept the rules tenta-
tively set down by Alexy (pending a more detailed analysis), we have at
our disposal, in conjunction with a weak idea of normative justification
(i.e., one that does not prejudge the matter), premises that are strong
enough for the derivation of the universalization principle (U).’’15 Even
though Habermas himself does not carry out the more detailed analysis,
he does suggest the general structure of the derivation. If every person
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who enters argumentation must presuppose the discourse rules above,
and if such a person also understands what it means to discuss hypo-
thetically whether norms of action should be adopted, then all such
persons who try discursively to redeem claims to normative validity
implicitly acknowledge and accept the universalization principle.16 What
we have here is a material conditional. If one enters argumentation, and
if, by virtue of entering argumentation, one must presuppose certain
discourse rules, and if one comprehends the hypothetical nature of the
discussion, and if one decides to resolve conflicts of interests in a coop-
erative manner, then one implicitly accepts the principle of universaliza-
tion. Given this general structure, the derivation fails if one refuses to
argue, or if upon entering argumentation the assumption of certain dis-
course rules are not necessary, or if understanding regarding the nature of
discussion is lacking, or, finally, if one decides not to resolve conflicts of
interest in a cooperative manner but instead, let us say, resorts to
manipulation or sheer force.

Habermas wants to demonstrate the practical truth of the principle. If
the principle is to give us any guidance in actually determining the validity
of contested norms, then purely theoretical acceptance of the discourse
rules is, of course, insufficient for this purpose. This is why he insists that
the conjunction of all antecedents are necessary for the derivation of the
principle of universalization. If one forsakes argumentation or, if one fails
to understand the nature of the argumentation regarding contested norms
or, if one chooses to resort to manipulation or force, then no real,
practical argumentation can take place even if the discourse rules are
theoretically accepted. The salient question then becomes: ‘‘Is it necessary
for anyone engaging in communication to accept the antecedents?’’
Specifically, we may ask if a participant in communication has to pre-
suppose certain discourse rules at the pain of performative contradiction.

The first thing one should notice about Habermas�s justificatory
method of the rules of discourse is that he attempts to generate the per-
formative contradictions with the aid of the distinction between con-
vincing and talking someone into believing something. This is nothing less
than a disguised version of the earlier, fundamental distinction between
action oriented to understanding and instrumental action, where action
oriented to understanding is given the strong interpretation of reaching
full understanding and agreement. Without this assumption, it is not
possible to generate the contradictions needed. It is not plausible to
suggest, for example, that rule 3.2b, that ‘‘everyone is allowed to intro-
duce whatever assertion to the discourse,’’ is derivable merely by the
employment of the weak sense of ‘‘understanding’’ as the criterion.
No performative contradiction results if a speaker simply denies 3.2b
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while entering into an argumentative process. The speaker can still
understand her own linguistic expressions as well as the linguistic
expressions of the hearer, even if the hearer is not allowed to introduce
any assertion whatever into the discourse. Similar reasoning applies to the
rest of the rules, at least those from 3.1 to 3.3. If this is correct, then the
principle of universalization, since it necessarily depends on the rules of
discourse, cannot be generated merely with the weak sense of ‘‘under-
standing.’’ However, if one sets up as one�s telos the notion of full
understanding and agreement, then the alleged contradictions come vis-
ible. For instance, if a speaker does not assume the truth of 3.2, then
agreement is not even potentially possible. Without such an assumption,
any agreement will only be the result of influence, manipulation, or force.
It is thus apparent that Habermas is employing a very strong definition of
‘‘understanding’’ which is synonymous with ‘‘agreement’’ and can be
contrasted with notion of ‘‘aquiescence,’’ ‘‘assent,’’ and ‘‘approbation.’’
All of this can be further illuminated through Kantian parlance.

It is alleged that Habermas is offering us hypothetical imperatives
disguised as categorical which, if true, would not make the moral norms
have the binding force suggested.17 As Kant demonstrated, any prob-
lematic practical principle is binding only to the extent that the end of the
intended action is retained. Once the end is abandoned, the norm loses its
binding force. In this case, there are two different ends: understanding in
the weak and strong sense of ‘‘understanding.’’ In the first case, certain
epistemic, sincerity, and normative conditions must obtain for under-
standing to take place even in the narrow sense. The sincerity assumption,
for example, appears to be absolutely essential even for propositional self-
understanding. If this is true, then some rules appear to be necessary for
simple coherence. In this sense, then, such rules cannot be regarded as
strictly speaking hypothetical, since one cannot very well choose not to
use them: they have to be presupposed.

Using the second criterion, understanding in the strong sense of
‘‘understanding,’’ things get more interesting but also more problematic.
The question here is whether, and in what sense, can the discourse rules
proper 3.1 through 3.3 be considered categorical rather than hypothet-
ical. As seen, Habermas�s claim appears to be that such norms are
inescapable only if understanding in the strong sense as agreement is
assumed as the telos of human linguistic communication. Thus the
absolutely crucial claim again centers on the issue of the primacy of
action oriented to understanding. If this stance is merely optional, then
the discourse rules are so likewise. Habermas�s problem here is similar
to Kant�s, at least in this respect. The range of hypothetical imperatives
has to be circumscribed, or the nature of such imperatives has to be
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considered inferior in a very specific sense to the categorical imperatives.
It is thus impossible to overemphasize the importance of the argument
for the parasitic nature of the hypothetical imperatives to the categorical
imperatives.

It is clear why the full theory of Habermas�s discourse ethics is
inseparable from his larger theory of vindicating communicative ratio-
nality. If the normative rules of discourse are both necessary and sufficient
for the derivation of the universalization principle, and if the uncondi-
tional and categorical nature of such rules can be justified only through
the primacy of action oriented to understanding in the strong sense, then
the burden of proof for discourse ethics lies in demonstrating that action
oriented to understanding is indeed the fundamental mode of commu-
nication. If this burden cannot be discharged, Habermas�s ethical theory
must, again, be characterized through a hypothetical imperative with
something like the following content: ‘‘If one wants to participate in a
discourse oriented to intersubjective resolution of a normative problem,
one must recognize the principle of universalization as the criterion for an
intersubjectively reached valid norm.’’ Hence, to achieve a categorical
status for the rules of discourse and, by derivation, the universalization
principle, Habermas must demonstrate the parasitic nature of the hypo-
thetical imperative.

5. The Communicative Stance vs. the Instrumental Stance

Habermas is normally seen as advancing the following linguistic argu-
ment for the priority of communicative action to instrumental action:
‘‘Naturally, speech acts can serve this [strategic] nonillocutionary aim of
influencing the hearer only if they are suited to achieve illocutionary aims.
If the hearer failed to understand what the speaker was saying, a strate-
gically acting speaker would not be able to bring the hearer by means of
communicative acts to behave in the desired way. To this extent, what we
initially designated as �the use of language within orientation to conse-
quences� is not an original use of language but the subsumption of speech
acts that serve illocutionary aims under conditions of action oriented to
success.’’18 Here, Habermas is arguing that instrumental action is para-
sitic by nature because its success can only be achieved by relying on the
communicative stance. To use the earlier example, a strategic aim through
lying can only be achieved on the background assumption of truth. To
state the same point in general terms, we understand instrumental or
strategic language because we already understand language when it is
used communicatively.19
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This argument has usually come under attack on Habermas�s idio-
syncratic use of the illocution versus perlocution distinction.20 But since
Habermas has responded to such criticism, we will consider another
objection instead that allows Habermas to employ the problematic use of
this distinction while still maintaining that the argument is inadequate to
accomplish its intended goal.21 Even if Habermas is successful in estab-
lishing the priority of communicative action through his employment of
the illocution versus perlocution distinction, this still only amounts to
conceptual priority. The objection is that this is not what Habermas
needs: ‘‘Even if his thesis that the use of language oriented toward
understanding is the primary mode of language use is successful, the most
Habermas can show is its conceptual priority. He cannot use this to assert
the functional primacy of communicative action over strategic action in
the integrative and reproductive processes of the lifeworld. Since the
primacy for which he argues in the case of communicative action is a
functional one, he would have to show that the communicative use of
language is not just conceptually prior to the strategic use but that it also
has functional primacy. The functional primacy of a certain mode of
language use does not follow from its conceptual priority.’’22 As stated,
the objection requires the assumption that Habermas�s theory is viable
only if he can establish the functional priority of communicative action.
Habermas has contended all along that communicative action is a form of
social interaction taking place in the empirical world. Habermas has not
argued nor could he argue, if his overall undertaking is to have practical
efficacy, that the distinction between communicative action and strategic
action is merely analytic. The conceptual argument might work for this
distinction. But it clearly does not suffice for the functional priority,
according to the objection, because the functional priority of communi-
cative action cannot be established by relying on the conceptual priority
as a premise. One may need to understand literal use of language before
understanding nonliteral use, but it does not follow from this that one
must always employ the literal use before the nonlilteral use.23 This
refutation is conclusive for this interpretation of Habermas�s thesis. Thus
we are told that it is necessary for Habermas to resort to a purely non-
linguistic argument to establish the priority thesis, to which Habermas
himself merely alludes.24

This argument takes an expanded form of the contention that com-
municative action is a necessary complement to strategic action. Instead
of arguing for the necessary presence of communicative action, Haber-
mas, we are told, can be interpreted as claiming its priority in the sense
that it cannot be replaced by strategic action if we want to account for the
phenomenon of social integration: ‘‘there is no form of sociocultural life
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that is not at least implicitly geared to maintaining communicative action
by means of argument, be the actual form of argumentation ever so
rudimentary and the institutionalization of discursive consensus building
ever so inchoate.’’25 If this assertion is true, then every form of socio-
cultural life must maintain its cultural traditions, social integration in
groups, and the development of personal identities through communi-
cative action. The processes of argumentation could be very rudimentary
and uncritical, relying mainly upon entrenched customs, but if this
interpretation is correct, they would nevertheless have to be based upon
communicative action.

This argument rarely goes beyond the assertion above, but there are
times when Habermas at least amplifies the point by employing anthro-
pological reflections regarding nominization: ‘‘Separation from soci-
ety...inflicts unbearable psychological tensions upon the individual,
tensions that are grounded in the root anthropological fact of sociality.
The ultimate danger of such separation, however, is the danger of
meaninglessness. This danger is the nightmare par excellence, in which the
individual is submerged in a world of disorder, senselessness and mad-
ness.’’26 If this point is connected with Habermas�s claim that linguistic
meaning can only be achieved in communicative conditions, then on the
full nonlinguistic argument, communicative action is prior to strategic
action, because without it we could not explain the inherently social
nature of humanity captured, again, in terms of cultural traditions, social
integration in groups, and the development of personal identities.

It is at least sufficiently clear from this interpretation of the nonlin-
guistic argument that Habermas intends the claim to be an argument
from inconceivability. More specifically, we cannot conceive how pre-
modern or modern societies could achieve social integration without
communicative action. Hence, again, we are back to a conceptual argu-
ment, although this time around, if tenable, it would establish a certain
kind of functional priority of communicative action, since the argument
then is about the formation of actual, historical societal bonds, not merely
about the understanding of certain linguistic terms.

Arguments based upon the notion of inconceivability are notoriously
difficult to assess because there is often no agreement regardingwhatwe can
or cannot conceive. Hence, if inconceivability is the basis of the argument,
then it is inconclusive. But perhaps Habermas�s thesis could be confined to
modern societies which have gone through the necessary amount of ratio-
nalization. Then the thesis is that we, as individuals in modern societies,
cannot conceive of how our enculturation, socialization, and individuation
could be achieved without communicative action. This revision does not
change the conceivability basis of the argument; it merely restricts its scope.
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If this weremore palatable, then at leastHabermaswould be in a position to
demonstrate why the communicative stance cannot merely be optional but
must be, in a certain sense, obligatory for explaining our modern social
nature. But this argument is also problematic.

As stated, the argument would have us treat the social nature of
human beings as a fact to be explained, and then have us conclude that
such an explanation cannot be offered using the instrumentalist position
but can be provided only from the communicative perspective. It is
obvious, however, that there is no attempt here to argue for the purported
fact of sociality. The purported fact is merely assumed. The argument
cannot settle the dispute between strategic and communicative action
regarding social integration, because the adherents of the strategic view
deny the fundamental sociality of our nature, and claim that self-inter-
ested, strategic action suffices for such integration.27 The nonlinguistic
argument, as interpreted, begs the question. But even were one to ignore
the problems based on inconceivability and limiting the scope to already-
modernized societies, the argument would still fail to establish what is
needed.

What Habermas needs is not an explanatory account for social inte-
gration but a valid argument for the primacy of the communicative action
which would demonstrate the inescapability of the rules of discourse at
the pain of performative contradiction. But such an argument is not
forthcoming at the macro-societal explanatory level. If Habermas is
arguing for the practical necessity of rules of argumentation, then what he
needs to show is that such rules are not optional from the point of view of
the agents. No individual agent can opt out from the communicative
stance in a specific situation, because every situation already presupposes
such a stance. Habermas�s response to such an accusation is not adequate:
‘‘The possibility of choosing between communicative and strategic action
exists only abstractly; it exists only for someone who takes the contingent
perspective of an individual actor. From the perspective of the lifeworld
to which the actor belongs, these modes of action are not matters of free
choice.’’28 This fails to address the problem because one can adopt the
‘‘contingent perspective of an individual actor’’ even if, at the macro-level,
one belongs to a definitive politico-cultural context, a lifeworld.29 Again,
Habermas appears to be arguing from the mistaken perspective of a social
theorist rather than from the perspective flesh and blood social actors.
Nothing at this level shows that an individual actor must adopt such rules
of discourse as ‘‘everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever’’
or ‘‘anyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires, and needs.’’30

The nonlinguistic argument based upon social integration fails just as the
linguistic argument does, since neither can establish the practical necessity
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of the communicative stance which, in turn, is said to be necessary for the
viability of discourse ethics.

6. Conclusion

Two general theses have been defended. First, there has been an attempt
to demonstrate that the validity of Habermas�s discourse ethics is insep-
arable from the validity of his theory of communicative action. Specifi-
cally, it has been claimed that if one cannot establish the practical priority
of the communicative stance over the instrumental stance, one then
cannot establish the necessary adoption of the rules of discourse which
are, in turn, necessary and sufficient for the principle of universalization,
which is supposed to enable, in principle, the rational redeemability of
moral claims. The principle of universalization cannot be derived without
the necessary adoption of rules of argumentation which themselves can-
not be derived without establishing the priority of what has been called
the communicative stance over the instrumental or strategic stance. These
arguments, if valid, demonstrate the holistic, Hegelian tenor of Haber-
mas�s undertaking.

Secondly, a deflanationary thesis has been advanced.BecauseHabermas
fails conclusively to establish the priority of the communicative stance vis-à-
vis the instrumental stance, the status of his discourse ethics theory remains
purely optional. An egoist or an ethical skeptic would remain unconvinced
that she must accept the normative discourse rules at the pain of perfor-
mative contradiction. As has been demonstrated, the contradictions only
arise from the internal perspective of individuals who already accept the
discourse ethic that Habermas advances. They do not arise for the skeptic
who does not accept the strong sense of ‘‘understanding’’ as the telos of the
discourse. If this is correct, then Habermas is indeed offering us hypothet-
ical imperatives disguised as categorical imperatives.31

Notes

1. See William Rehg, Insight and Solidarity: The Discourse Ethics of Jürgen Habermas

(Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1997), and Seyla Benhabib, Fred
Dallmayer eds., The Communicative Ethics Controversy (New York: MIT Press,
1991).

2. See Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, vol. I., trans. Thomas
McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984), p. 297.

3. See Jürgen Habermas, On the Pragmatics of Communication, ed. Maeve Cooke
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1998), pp. 232-233.
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