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(0 O Habermas argues that the history of Western society is the history of societal rationalization (institutional

differentiation). If Weber saw inherent dangers in this process, Habermas paints a more complex (and contingent)

picture. While he recognizes the danger of one-sided development (colonization of the lifeworld) he also makes

the case for how the balance between the lifeworld and systems can be stabilized. How does he make this case?
00

00

00

00

00

OO0  What Habermas, together with other contemporary theorists, face in modern society is the growing

autonomy of subsystems, which have detached from the world views in which they were originally embedded.
Modernity is thus featured with multiple value spheres, with each of them having their own logic. If activities can

only be rationally justified within their own value system, the decision between different value systems can never be
rationally grounded. Since there is no rationality of value any more, formal rationality, presented as the rational

calculation of money and power in market and state, will become dominant. So the problem of modernity is

actually the incompatibility of value systems and the imbalanced development of rationalization. Weber sees no
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historical necessity for such contradiction to be resolved, and he predicts that the advanced formal rationalization
will inevitably confine us in the iron cage, while Habermas wants to rescue us from Weber’ s pessimistic prophecy
of our future. He suggests that the hope to overcome these problems lies in the communicative action and the
rationalization of our lifeworld.

00

00O  Habermas starts his argument from his interpretation of Weber’ s theory on rationalization. Weber
describes the rise of capitalism as the general theory of rationalization with the history of specific form of
rationalization, but he seems to believe that as long as the switchman has introduced us the to the track, we don’ t
need validity claim any more, and can go on forever on the track without thinking what our destination is until the
next charismatic movement occurs. Habermas also recognizes the risk that the state and market colonize the
lifeworld, but he argues that these two spheres, whose inner logic are oriented to satisfying interests, cannot produce
meaning and legitimacy. He suggests that an instrumental order based only on the purposive-rational weighing of
interest by strategically acting subjects would be unstable. Validity claim is always needed to stabilize the system,
since “ process of rationalization can attach to societal orders of life only because the stability of legitimate orders
depends on the de facto recognition of validity claims that can be attacked internally, that is shaken by critique, new
insights, learning process, and the like” (Habermas, 1984:192). Habermas suggests that only through ideas can
order of life acquire legitimacy, which brings back Weber’ s theory on the interplay between ideas and interest. He
agrees with Weber on his analysis of the interconnected relation between social structure and cultural value in The
Protestant Ethics and the Spirit of Capitalism. “ Interest can be satisfied through norms of social intercourse in the
long run only if they are connected with ideas that serve to provide reasons for them; and ideas in turn cannot
establish themselves empirically if they are not connected with interests that supply them with power” (Habermas,
1984:188). Puritan’ s pursuit of profit is embedded in the value system of Calvinism. Only the interpenetration of
ideas and interest and their reciprocal stabilization can anchor the value orientation of accumulation for the sake of
accumulation.

00

00O  Butinassuming the predominance of bureaucracy, Weber goes too far in confining rationalization only to
the type of purposive rational action. Habermas argues that there are two limitations in Weber’ s prophecy.
Firstly, he tailors his view on rationalization to the stand point of ethical rationalization. It is true that the spirit of
capitalism has been decoupled from the support of religious doctrine as soon as it becomes dominant in society,
but even if religion doesn’ t work anymore, the potential of cultural rationalization can equally be traced to other
dimensions. The second limitation of Weber’ s argument is that he is mostly interested in the evolutionary process
of anchoring purposive rational action in a value-rational way from a concrete historical context, while ignores the
potential of rationalization of lifeworld from divergent paths in the world. Habermas suggests that Weber hasn’ t
exhausted the systematic scope of his theoretical approach on the interplay between ideas and interests, which is
linked to the institutionalization of new action orientations and the emergence of legitimate orders.

00

00O  Habermasdoesn’ tdeny the potential as what Weber describes that different spheres become in conflict
with each other, but he thinks it is possible to unify them through the compatibility of their inner logics. Modern
theorists have long been trying to answer the question of how can we make sure that modern society, with different
value systems, not fall apart. Utilitarianism argues that society can achieve stability when every individual tries to
maximize their own interest. Habermas says this is wrong, since it only assumes one world in which everyone’ s
goal is fixed, and this is absolutely not the reality in modern world. Normative regulated theory assumes the
predominance of norms that bind us together as a society. Habermas doesn’ t accept this view either, since it
doesn’ texplain where the norms come from, thus leaving no room for the possibility of social change. After
refuting all the other theorists from Durkheim to Goffman, he offers the solution as communication. He argues that
the compatibility of different value systems is secured at the formal level of the rational argumentation. Rationality is
defined by Habermas as“ a disposition of speaking and acting subjects that are expressed in modes of behavior for
which there are good reasons or grounds” (Habermas, 1984:22). So the logic of argumentation is to support
validity claims not within one’ s own framework, but by good reasons that those outside the framework can also
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understand and criticize. Habermas assumes the existence of universal reasons in his critique on cultural relativism.
He never offers a clear definition of what universal reasons are in the whole book of The Theory of Communicative
Action, but I think this is absolutely justifiable because for Habermas, universal reasons are not some substantive
standards for evaluation. Universal reasons are embodied in the process of communication, and people’ s
attempts to rationally justify their value system and leave it open to renovation. So the assumption of universal
reasons is not a Euro-centric view point. On the contrary, it contains the possibility of discovering divergent paths
to cultural rationalization in different places of the world.

00

OO  Theimportance of communicative rationality reveals itself only in modern society, because in traditional
society, the mythical worldview of what society is and ought to be is mostly inherited from the past and internalized
to every member in society from generation to generation. The burden of interpreting this worldview is limited to a
very small group of people in society. This is what Durkheim calls“ mechanical solidarity” . But the problem of
modernity is that more and more people begin to have the hunch that what we see in the world may not be the only
representation. So in a context that there are multiple values as candidates for interpretation, we need
argumentative speech as the procedure to achieve consensus, instead of accepting the worldview from the past.
Habermas defines lifeworld as the “ totality of interpretations presupposed by the members of society as
background knowledge” (Habermas, 1984:13), without which our communication will become absolutely
unstable and collapse in chaos. But the critical difference in modern society from traditional society is that the
background knowledge in lifeworld is always open to critiques and reinterpretation. The whole process is always
unstable and filled with conflicts and struggles, but the learning process of achieving consensus through rational
communication can be socially institutionalized. So the stability of modern society comes from the unstable
process of open discussion and the logic of argumentation.

00

00O  Byemphasizing the importance of argumentation, Habermas provides us with a normative dimension of
seeing democracy, which is different from the instrumental view. The instrumental view assumes that politics is only
the balance of interest and power, so democracy is only to equalize the opportunity for different groups to
influence the decision making process. While acknowledging its importance, Habermas criticizes the instrumental
view as confusing the empirical consensus coming from negotiation of interest with the consensus achieved from
rational communication and mutual understanding. Habermas suggests that the instrumental view of democracy
doesn’ texplain how the translation between systems is possible, thus leaving the question of how integration of
society is possible unanswered. Revised theories presuppose the norms as a function to maintain solidarity. But
Habermas continues to question this stance because it cannot explain how people’ s preference change in
communication. He points out that the major shortcoming for both liberalism and system theory is that they regard
the transference rules between individuals (or systems) as given or coming into existence spontaneously. But these
rules are far from fixed and unchallengeable. On the contrary, they are achieved through deliberation.

00

OO  However, different from Elster’ s theory on argumentation, Habermas is not only depicting a process of
will formation through public discussion. If open discussion in lifeworld has nothing to do with the politics in
formal political systems, deliberation becomes nothing but noise. What Habermas suggests is a civil society that is

“ composed of spontaneously emergent organizations and movements, which resonates problems in private
sphere, distill and transmit the reactions in amplified form to the public sphere so that they can institutionalize
problem solving discourses on questions of general interest inside the framework of organized public spheres”
(1996:367). Public sphere is not only a communication structure rooted in the life world through the associational
network civil society, it must also “ amplify the pressure of problems, that is, not only detect and identify problems
but also convincingly and influentially thematize them, furnish them with possible solutions, and dramatize them in
such a way that they are taken up and dealt with by parliamentary complexes” (Habermas, 1996:359). In the
process, law is always needed as a surety for the cohesion of society. Since participation in civil society is always
discursive, formal political systems are needed to routinize and institutionalize it. What Habermas suggests is a
political system embedded in the public sphere, where the rational potential intrinsic in everyday communicative
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practices can dam against the colonizing encroachment of system imperatives on areas of lifeworld.

0 O

00O  Critiques on Habermas are mostly focused on the inequality and exclusion in public sphere. It is true that
in modern society, various value systems are all candidates for reinterpretation, but what we cannot ignore is that
some candidates just have more opportunities to win than others. Public sphere cannot be of zero degree culture
(Fraser, 1992:120). Fraser argues that by assuming one unified public sphere, we run the risk that the voice of the
subordinate is swallowed (1992:119). Then how can we know that deliberation is but another way for the powerful
to mask and legitimize their dominance? Habermas’ s response is to revise his theory on public sphere and make it
more plural. But he insists on his theoretical framework, which emphasizes the importance of communicative
rationality. From Habermas’ s stance, we can defend his theories in two dimensions. Firstly, even if we adopt the
counter subaltern public sphere, social movement still needs to appeal to the public. Although interest is always
behind, social movement is not only the expression of interest of a particular group, but the attempt to thematize
problems that the whole society should concern. The empirical question of to what extend should the public sphere
be unified can always be open to discussion, but the argumentative process of acquiring legitimacy is always the
same. Secondly, even if we acknowledge that “ legitimacy is always based on some form of successful power and
every consensus exists as a temporary result of a provisional hegemony as a stabilization of power” (Mouffe,
1999), we should also notice that Habermas never denies the existing inequality and power struggle.
Communicative action in lifeworld not only provides the common ground for bourgeoisie, but also for the
excluded others, like labor movement and feminist movement. Contact with these movements in turn

“ transformed these discourses and the structures of the public sphere itself from within”  (Habermas, 2001:429).
We can say the goal of any power is the economic and political hegemony, and deliberation is among all the ways
to achieve hegemony, but the argumentative process as a formal standard to reach consensus at least opens up the
opportunity for different groups to compete for the hegemonic dominance, and reinterpreter or even abandon the
previous one in the process of open discussion.

0 O

00O By making the balance between system and lifeworld, Habermas tells us that politics is not limited to the
negotiation and compromise of interest and power; it is also to establish legitimacy of norms where various
perceptions of what good life is could be contained. This is not only to set up a desirable goal of what politics ought
to be. Because all the good sociologists stand somewhere between facts and norms, Habermas™ s theory also offers
useful concept packages to explain the empirical facts of how the structural transformation of public sphere is
possible, and what makes democracy work better.

00

00

00

00

0O
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