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A PREFACE TO CRITICAL THEORY

JAMES FARGANIS

Introduction

George Lichtheim once characterized sociology as a discipline with “one foot
firmly planted on the grave of metaphysics, the other tentatively poised on
the elevator leading to the summit of political power.”! Over the past few
years, Lichtheim’s witticism has turned into an uncomfortable truth; within
the social sciences generally, and sociology in particular, there has emerged a
growing concern about the relationship between social knowledge and politi-
cal power. More particularly, the concern is focussed on positivist social
science and its linkage to power, and disciplines once firmly in the grip of
positivism are now beginning to explore alternative paradigms to serve as
programmatic guides to research.’

The prupose of this essay will be to explore the meaning of critical theory as
an alternative paradigm through the relevant works of Herbert Marcuse and
Jurgen Habermas. It is meant as a guide through the complex issues which
emerge from the interaction of epistemology and politics, especially as these
issues cease to be mere abstract exercises but move to the center of our lives
as intellectuals.

The view that will be set forth here argues that all scientific knowledge about
social reality carries with it, either implicitly or explicitly, certain ideological,
political and evaluative convictions. Why this is the case will be discussed in
later sections of this essay. For the moment, suffice it to say that even the
most apparently neutral methodology, the methodology of the natural
sciences, when it is applied to the social world, becomes political in its
findings and implications. It would follow, then, that there can be no
objective knowledge in the social sciences, but that all such knowledge is
infused with politically relevant values. Even if one self-consciously becomes
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scientific and attempts to articulate and control the impact of values on social
research, the very methodology employed entails evaluative presuppositions
about man and the social world which are embedded in its concepts and
categories and procedures; and, these presuppositions make the goal of an
objective social science an impossible and futile undertaking.

According to our view, critical theory has emerged as an alternative paradigm
to challenge the claims of positivism in the social sciences. What is the nature
of the crisis that has caused a reconsideration of the earlier commitment to
the natural scientific paradigm? What are the anomalies that have been
detected which have precipitated the crisis that we now confront? Some have
argued® that there is really no crisis at all — that the social sciences have
always been in a “pre-paradigm” state and that conflicts between different
schools have marked their history from the outset. Yet, such a facile assertion
seems to be in sharp contrast with the evidence in terms of curriculum
development and scholarly productivity within social science. It will be our
contention that the current crisis of knowledge in the social sciences stems
from the very success of the scientific paradigm in the social sciences and
from a growing uneasiness that its continued application threatens the possi-
bility of human freedom and autonomy in advanced industrial society.

This process of dymythification and disenchantment was central to Max
Weber’s notion of the progressive rationalization of society and is our starting
point for the analyses of Marcuse and Habermas. For the point is that while
positivist science serves to demythify the social life-world, it is incapable of
offering any alternative belief system except the validity of science itself. As a
result, the social and, more importantly, the political demand for control can
no longer be provided by the eroded belief system, and the function of social
control is shifted to science itself. Thus, the role of a positivist social science
is transformed from one of enlightenment to the instrument for experimen-
tation and the application of new forms of behavior control, which become
functionally imperative as the older forms of social control are destroyed.

1. Critical Theory as a Paradigm

If critical theory is to provide us with an alternative paradigm, it must be
capable of projecting a different world view, a redefinition of existing
problems and their possible solutions, which will resolve the crisis engendered
by the older paradigm of positivism. It must enable us to see the facts
differently, allow us to give new meaning to those facts, lead us to discovery
of newly relevant facts, and provide us with a way out of the immanent
technocratic domination projected by existing theories and validated by the
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method of empiricism. More than this, however, the new paradigm must be
persuasively presented and it must capture the imagination and enlist the
support of members of the scientific community (here understood as political
science and sociology). Without the latter’s commitment, the new paradigm
remains an esoteric endeavor, peripheral to the field of inquiry, lacking both
force and influence.

Within the context of this essay, it will not be possible to develop fully the
contributions of Herbert Marcuse and Jurgen Habermas to the evolution of
critical theory. Nor will it be feasible to trace the origins of critical thought
from the Left Hegelians through Marx to the attempt of the Frankfurt School
to revitalize critical thought within the context of advanced industrial
society. These efforts have been undertaken by others with insight and
sensitivity, and contribute to the growing body of literature in the field.*

Our purpose will be to concentrate on those aspects of critical theory that
focus on the analysis of advanced industrial society — the organization of its
politics and the import of its science — so as to assess it as an alternative
framework for the reorganization of a field of inquiry.

Critical theory, with its roots in the dialectical tradition, is a substantive
critique of society and a critique of the theory of knowledge (positivism) by
which that society is known. As Lichtheim notes,® the basis of these critiques
stem from the very notion of reason itself, and culminate in a view of
contemporary society as “the deliberate artefact produced by the techno-
cratic managers of the new oder.” As political sociologists, we are primarily
concerned with how it is that a liberal democratic order, generally regarded as
pluralistic, can be transformed into a society dominated by a technocratic
elite. What techniques of analysis allow us to see this reality in such a
radically different way? Why do existing methods of inquiry fail to reveal the
fundamental transformation anticipated by critical theory?

Critical theory is based on a fundamental rejection of the Kantian distinction
between noumena and phenomena.’ According to Kant, reason through
mathematics could discover scientific truths concerning phenomena of the
real world known to us through our senses. Reason, however, was incapable
of attaining similar truths about the noumenal realm, the realm of human
beliefs and values. The noumenal realm was to be seen as the preserve of free
choice and human will; by erecting a barrier to reason, Kant sought to limit
the role of reason to certain areas of human knowledge and to preserve
individual autonomy and human freedom in the noumenal realm. With the
modifications that have been brought to bear on these formulations, we come
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to the present position of the social sciences in which reason, in the form of
science, is restricted to the world of “facts,” but finds itself powerless to
validate values. The consequence of this line of thought has been to restrict
reason to a form of “functional rationality” in which a calculation of the
appropriate means to achieve the given ends is possible, while “substantive
rationality,” or a theoretical (i.e., scientific) critique of the ends themselves is
precluded.”

From the Kantian distinction, it thus followed that the phenomenal world, or
the world of appearances, was fundamentally distinct from the Ding-an-Sich,
the things in themselves, or the supersensible reality. Moral beliefs, upon
which human action is predicated, were not subject tc the same kind of
theoretical analysis as the world of nature, with the result that theory and
practice, science and politics, fact and value were severed and placed into
different conceptual compartments. The causal relationships which guide the
natural world could be subjected to theoretical analysis, but the realm of
human values and moral beliefs was essentially uncaused, a product of the
human will.

Critical theory, following upon Hegel’s rejection of Kant’s dichotomy
between noumena and phenomena, liberates reason from the constraints of
formal or functional rationality. For Hegel, men’s actions are objectifications
of their beliefs and, therefore, both their beliefs and their actions fall into the
realm of what Kant called the phenomenal. Hegel thus obliterates the distinc-
tion between the Ding-an-Sich and the causal world of nature. If men’s
actions and their values are now part of the phenomenal world, they, too, can
be opened up to the power of reason, and it is through the discovery of the
logic of history that one will know how to evaluate and assess what appear to
be atomistic and self-willed actions. The distinction between reality and
appearance is maintained by Hegel and later reformulated as the distinction
between true and false consciousness by the Marxists and the critical theo-
rists. But whereas in Kant, the Ding-an-Sich, formulated as the thing-in-itself,
is the uncaused and self-willed human action, for Hegel, this notion of the
autonomy of the individual is viewed as an illusion, as an appearance which
conceals the reality of history. Theoretical reason can thus penetrate the false
conceptions that men may have of their willfulness and their autonomy: by
discovering the historical context and the meaning of their actions, men can
be provided by reason with a larger and more truthful view of the historical
forces at work. Men’s actions thus become indices of the larger logic of
history and manifestations of the spirit of the age. Men are actors on a
historical stage, each working to fulfill the requirements of the historical
project, neither conscious of history nor of the role they play in bringing the
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project to fruition. Only reason can fathom the reality which lies behind the
appearances; only reason can penetrate the ideological veil that conceals the
truth from the acting subject.

What Marx did was to concretize and materialize the abstract and ideational
forces of history that Hegel had projected. In so doing, Marx refused to
accept Hegel’s judgment that the end of history had been realized with the
emergence of the rational Prussian state. By positing the oppressed proletariat
as the agent of social change, he conceived of the revolutionary moment in
which men, hitherto oppressed by their exploiters, would come to a recogni-
tion of their true condition, and aided by their experience of domination and
progressive emiseration, would achieve a true understanding of their plight
and a realistic assessment of their enemy. Political action would follow upon
that recognition; and true consciousness, predicated on the recognition that
the potential for liberation remains unfulfilled within the historical context
of bourgeois capitalism, would guide and inform future political activity.
Although all of this is no doubt familiar to the reader, it is important to
recapitulate because of the problematic that Marcuse and Habermas confront
— namely, their rejection of the working class as the agent of social change,
and with that, a rejection of the classical Marxist formulations in political
economy.

2. Critical Theory vs. Positivism

Herbert Marcuse’s critique (1964) of advanced industrial society is based on a
critique of reason or the technological rationality that is all-pervasive within
that society. Thus, the substantive critique of the organization of the produc-
tive processes of that society and the ends towards which that society moves
is inextricably linked to a critique of the type of rationality accepted as the
basis for truth within that society. It may be worthwhile as an initial step to
isolate the major elements which constitute Marcuse’s approach and contrast
them briefly with the prevailing orthodoxy of scientism in the social sciences.
Those elements will be discussed under the following headings: (1) Holistic
vs. Specific; (2) Theoretical vs. Empirical; (3) Reason as Negation vs. Reason
as Positive Thinking; (4) Dialectics vs. Functional Analysis.

(1) Holistic vs. Specific. 1t is a characteristic trait of critical thought that it
attempts to speak in holistic terms, where whole entities are more than the
mere sum of their parts. Instead of isolated, fragmented and miniscule studies
using highly refined techniques of analysis imported from other sciences, the
attempt on the part of critical theory is to grasp the meaning of the historical
moment and to chart its logical progression. This is not to say that Marcuse
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and his colleagues engage in speculative and abstract theorizing, but to suggest
that their approach finds the specific and narrowly defined empirical studies
so characteristic of the social sciences today inadequate, because they are a —
historical and shed little light on the meaning of the moment in which we
find ourselves. Thus, Marcuse draws on the experiences of everyday life, on
sociological and empirical studies in politics, on developments in analytical
philosophy, and attempts to integrate these findings into a meaningful state-
ment about the course of advanced industrial society.

Unlike the empirical scientists (Kuhn, for example) who are content with
mopping-up operations and specific problem-solving research within a para-
digm, Marcuse is trying to make us conscious of the immanent consequences
of the paradigm that we are taking for granted. In this sense, Kuhn’s paradigm
is analogous to Marcuse’s historical “project”.® If the researchers within a
scientific community contribute to the articulation of a paradigm of whose
existence they are unaware, they in fact objectify their beliefs through their
work and they unwittingly support the prevailing paradigm through their
specific activity. Analogous to the paradigm, the historical project is the
implicit world view or ‘“ideology” which governs the activity of men in
society. Here, too, the individual actions of men, whether on the production
line or in the university, objectify their beliefs and contribute to the mainte-
nance of the implicit ideology. The role of the intellectual or the man of
reason is to understand the reality beyond the appearances and to uncover
the meaning of specific acts within the context of the larger historical project.
If that project leads to the obliteration of democratic values and culminates
in a form of technocratic domination in the name of reason, then it behooves
us to look more carefully at the method which purports to explain this
phenomenon in advanced industrial society, and to be a bit more suspect of
the scientism which at the outset prevents us from even examining the
question.

(2) Theoretical vs. Empirical. At one point in his analysis of advanced
industrial society, Marcuse states that critical theory refuses to accept the
given universe of facts as the final context of validation;® instead, critical
theory must provide for a transcending analysis of the facts in light of their
arrested and denied possibilities. It is, of course, undeniable that contempo-
rary social science has moved away from the naive empiricism of its imme-
diate past and recognized the centrality of theory in scientific research. Yet,
the kind of theory generated from within these disciplines has been deter-
minedly empirical theory, carefully excluding philosophical reflections about
history, man and society; Typical of these endeavors is functional-systems
analysis, wherein variables are isolated, hypothetical relationships are posited,
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and the established value-consensus of society is taken as the given end in
terms of which norms, roles, processes and institutions are viewed as func-
tional or dysfunctional.'®

Analyses undertaken under the aegis of functionalism are perforce ideological
because they look to the established facts as the source of validation for the
theory. From the perspective of critical theory, those same facts must be
viewed in light of their historical development, and must be analyzed within
the context of a philosophical conception of man; that is, what these facts
reveal to us about the denied potentialities of men under the existing system
of domination. Thus the facts at any given moment are to be interpreted as
transitory manifestations of an established system and their very facticity
denied final validity by the transcendent analysis.

(3) Reason as Negation vs. Reason as Positive Thinking. If reason is no longer
constrained to inquire into mere appearances, but can penetrate the realm of
reality beyond appearance, then reason can not only fathom the logic of
history, it can detect as well what history reveals about the essence of man.
The true needs of men as opposed to their falsely acquired and manipulated
needs become a problem for conscious thought and reflection. Through
historical analysis and philosophical understanding, it is possible for reason to
come to a realization of those values which ought to prevail. It is the purpose
of critical theory not only to indicate what those values may be, but also to
justify their objectivity. Marcuse states the position in the opening passages of
One Dimensional Man:

From the beginning, any critical theory of society is thus confronted with
the problem of historical objectivity, a problem which arises at the two
points where the analysis implies value judgements:

1. the judgement that human life is worth living, or rather can be and
ought to be made worth living. This judgement underlies all intellectual
effort; it is the a priori of social theory, and its rejection (which is
perfectly logical) rejects theory itself;

2. the judgement that, in a given society, specific possibilities exist for the
amelioration of human life and specific ways and means of realizing these
possibilities. Critical analysis has to demonstrate the objective validity of
these judgements, and the demonstration has to proceed on empirical
grounds.!?

Marcuse would deny the possibility of social theory and social research
without values. Those who claim that value-free social science is possible
delude themselves with false notions of scientism and objectivity; for, the
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very existence of social facts implies an evaluative structure, and the social
analyst who denies their presence, implicitly accepts ideological legitimations
by which a social order is maintained. By confining reason to the analysis of
appearances and permitting rational analysis of values to take place only
within the context of the established ends, the ends themselves and the
interests they serve go undetected and man’s reason remains impotent in the
face of irrational power. Reason, when it reflects on man’s nature, the
meaning of his historical struggle and his ability to make his own history
under liberated conditions, views man’s present and arrested development in
light of that potential, and, thus, reason itself becomes critical of the
prevailing organization of society. The alternative perspective of value-
freedom cannot avoid legitimating the myths of domination.

(4) Dialectics vs. Functional Analysis. Functionalism in the social sciences is
generally ahistorical. What functional analysis entails is the construction of an
elaborate model of society, isolating the relevant variables and analyzing
various phenomena within the context of that model. The historical question
is never confronted; and the philosophical issues of man’s nature are relegated
to the realm of speculative metaphysics. Thus, functionalism accepts the
given situation in which men find themselves and seeks to analyze the ways in
which roles, norms, values and institutions are integrated into a stable
maintenance of the system. The role of reason is limited to the analysis of
appearances; and the model-building which takes place is linked to a theory
of explanation which even some positivists have called into question.'?

Dialectical analysis, on the contrary, attempts to fuse philosophical anthro-
pology with empirical analysis, and in so doing confronts the question of the
meaning of history directly. A reason liberated from the Kantian restraints
attempts to penetrate the appearance of things and to account for them in
terms of some larger theory of historical development. Whereas Marx tried to
link the forces of history to the productive forces of society and sought to
explain the actions of men in terms of this larger perspective of the teleology
of history, Marcuse is left with a dialectic and the problematic of change in
the absence of a proletariat in advanced industrial society. We shall return to
this important redirection of Marxist thought by the Frankfurt School in a
later section of this paper. For the moment, it is sufficient to see that the
dialectical method views the existing facts as transitory, leading to a crisis and
change within the existing structure and the reorganization of society for the
realization of that liberation to which all men are entitled. Thus, there is
within dialectic thought a cognitive interest in the eventual emancipation of
men from the false ideologies which contribute to their arrested development.
A philosophical view concerning man’s ultimate condition as a free agent is
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fused with an empirical analysis which points to the conditions that prevent
that eventuality. The end-point of pre-history is the elimination of that form
of domination which keeps men from realizing their potential as free agents.
History begins when men are able to determine freely their own existence.

It should become clear, even from this cursory review, that a functional
approach to social and political phenomena removes the question of the
substantive ends of society from critical evaluation and, in so doing, with-
draws the intellectual from the critical role that he may potentially play
vis-a-vis power and its ideological legitimation. The removal of these and
other questions from the consideration of the scholar, perforce, compels him
to become a legitimator of the system, or, at best, an individual dissenter
from certain policies; but, the basis of his dissent is subjective according to
the prevailing epistemology, and is, therefore, little more than one man’s
opinion. This condition can only be overcome by legitimating a dialectical
epistemology which in turn,links an emancipatory interest in knowledge
about social phenomena to an empirical analysis of that phenomenon.

3. Marcuse: Science as Ideology

Marcuse’s analysis in One Dimensional Man is an illustration of the applica-
tion of a new paradigm for social knowledge. What then is the substance of
the critique of advanced industrial society and how does Marcuse arrive at his
highly pessimistic formulations? Advanced industrial society generates new
and all pervasive forms of social control. These forms of control are linked to
the affluent character of the society, to the ubiquitous ideology of mass
consumption perpetuated by the media of communication, and to the
operationalization of the sciences, particularly the social sciences, which
precludes the establishment of an objective critique of the prevailing
ideology.

To Marcuse, advanced industrial society is irrational; for the accumulated
wealth of that society, which could be effectively used to pacify the struggle
for existence, perpetuates it instead. With advances in industrial technology
and automation, it is possible to calculate rationally the necessary labor
required to maintain an adequate standard of living for all. Based upon these
calculations, and with the development of automation technology, men could
be gradually released from the necessity of investing so much of their human
energy and their collective resources into the productive process. Released
from these daily exigencies, men could devote their energies to living a fuller,
more creative, and less repressive existence. The failure to realize this poten-
tial within the context of advanced industrial society makes it an irrational
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society because the capabilities are present, but they cannot come to fruition.
Instead of projecting a new stage of human development based on the
preconditions of an advanced technology, men are still locked into an obsolete
ideology of private accumulation and kept within the established system of
production by the built-in obsolescence of the very goods they desire to
accumulate. At the heart of Marcuse’s theory of advanced industrial society is
a conception of the essence of man that draws on both Marx and Freud.
From Marx, Marcuse takes the idea that man as a species being struggles to
achieve the ultimate end of his emancipation from the alienating and irratio-
nal conditions under which he lives. Man’s struggle will be realized at some
future point in time when he establishes the necessary material preconditions
for his self-determination. From Marcuse’s point of view,'? those material
preconditions are now within our grasp as a result of man’s accumulated
successful efforts through time to dominate nature and transform its re-
sources for his own use and well-being.

From Freud, Marcuse draws a theory of instincts in which the demand for
immediate instinctual gratification is seen as a constant source of frustration
in the presence of the reality principle.!? Civilization requires the sublimation
of instinctual gratification and the redirection of energy in socially approved
outlets. Freud accepts the human condition as the necessary price that must
be paid for a civilized existence: Marcuse casts Freud within a Marxian
context, and views the reality principle as a dynamic rather than a static
principle. As the productive forces of society develop and as an automated
technology becomes a reality, the amount of instinctual repression and
sublimation required for the achievement of a given level of production is
reduced.

This surplus energy can either be used for the achievement of a more
gratifying existence, that is, Marcuse’s idea of a generalized eroticism, or it
can be harnessed by the established system and redirected towards spurious
forms of gratification (“repressive sublimation”).'® In the former case, release
of “surplus repression” is instrumental to the achievement of a more liberated
existence, while in the latter case, the irrationality of the existing system of
domination and repression is left unchanged. Thus, from Marcuse’s point of
view, the existing technology, if appropriately managed, can provide the
material preconditions for the elimination of unnecessary labor; and the
“surplus repression” released thereby can provide the necessary energy for
the redefinition of the reality principle and the realization of a more humane
and liberated existence.

On the occasion of the 15th German Sociological Congress, commemorating
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the centenary of Max Weber’s birth, Marcuse delivered a paper in which the
full force of his analytic and polemical ability was on display.'® Since Weber
is widely regarded as the founding father of value-free sociology, it was
inevitable that Marcuse would use the opportunity to assault the symbol of
objectivity in the social sciences.

Through the abstract concept of ‘“rationalization,” Weber attempted to
capture the meaning of the historical development of Western society. He
viewed the development of modern society as the progressive incursion of a
rational mode of thought into all institutionalized facets of life — a mode of
thought which attempted to resolve questions of human action in terms of a
calculus of efficiency for the achievement of preestablished ends. He saw this
transformation as the inevitiable fate of Western man and characterized the
outcome as “an iron cage.” As Marcuse paraphrases it: . .. the specifically
Western idea of reason realizes itself in a system of material and intellectual
culture (economy, technology, “conduct of life,” science, art) that develops
to the full in industrial capitalism, and this system tends towards a specific
type of domination which becomes the fate of the contemporary period:
total bureaucracy.”!’

Marcuse’s objections to Weber fall into three categories: first, he objects to
the notion of the fate of Western civilization; second, he rejects the notion of
a value-free science; and third, he detects in the very scientific rationality of
which Weber speaks a new form of political domination. The idea that
Western fate has been determined by the particular commitment to scientific
rationality characteristic of Western development runs counter to Marcuse’s
belief that men, through their actions, shape and form their own history:
“This fate has become a fate and inasmuch as it has become a fate it can also
be abolished. Any scientific analysis that is not committed to this possibility
is pledged, not to reason, but to the reason of established domination.”'® The
idea that men are destined to inhabit the ‘“‘iron cage” in an unalterable
condition of bondage is anathema to one who is committed to the notion
that the end or purpose of human existence is to live well, to live freely and
to live creatively. Any theory of history which fatalistically places man in an
“iron cage” must be challenged, indeed negated, even if the cost is scientific
rationality itself. Marcuse is particularly hard on Weber and fails to see the
latter as being deeply troubled by his own conclusions.

The second area of disagreement that Marcuse has with Weber concerns the
question of a value-free science. Since we have encountered this discussion in
an earlier section of our essay, we shall do no more than summarize Marcuse’s
position here. Essentially, Marcuse’s argument is that Weber’s formulation of
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a value-free science converts science into the servant of established power
interests and makes scientific rationality impotent in the face of the establish-
ed ends of the political order. Since scientific rationality as defined by Weber
is incapable of challenging the validity of the ends pursued, it is confined to
the role of calculating the most efficient means to achieve any ends. This
impotence of reason in the face of power reduces objections to ends, to
systems of personal preference. Thus, rational action will always move within
the context of the established ends, and mental and social labor will be
directed to the reproduction of life within that framework. Men can never
realize their ultimate purpose, because the very thought processes by which
they conceive and evaluate their condition and the social reality within which
they move are themselves bound to a means-ends calculus.

Marcuse’s final objection to Weber is that technical rationality is a form of
political domination:

The very concept of technical reason is perhaps ideological. Not only the
application of technology but technology itself is domination (of nature
and men) — methodical, scientific, calculated, calculating control. Specific
purposes and interests of domination are not foistered upon technology
“subsequently”” and from the outside; they enter the very construction of
the technical apparatus. Technology is always a historical-social project: in
it is projected what a society and its ruling interests intend to do with men
and things. Such a “purpose” of domination is “substantive” and to this
extent belongs to the very form of technical reason.!®

Marcuse is grasping for a formulation in which a particular form of reasoning,
namely, instrumental or scientific rationality, is inherently political and
inadvertently expresses a form of domination. This political form of domina-
tion is expressed by and through the concepts of scientific analysis which in a
priori fashion assume man and nature to be objects of control. For Marcuse,
the implicit conception of man which informs contemporary social science is
one in which man is operationally defined as he is observed within a
particular socio-historical period. Without the benefit of either historical or
philosophical reflection, analytic categories are established which attempt to
trace out the relationship between the bundle of observed behaviors and their
antecedent causes. Man, thus conceived as a dependent variable, is discovered
to be just what the a priori assumptions of scientific rationality make him out
to be. Put differently, a behavior technology, or the application of systems
analysis for social engineering, is not possible unless the a priori assumption is
made that man is a creature to be dominated rather than one to be liberated.
It is not possible within this form of scientific reasoning to break out of the
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circularity and inquire into questions of man’s potential or his essence, since
these categories are defined at the outset as metaphysical and nonscientific.

4. Habermas’ Critique of Ideology

As a result of his analysis of positivism, Marcuse calls for the development of
a “new science” in which the attitude of domination is replaced by an
attitude of partnership and equality.?? This new attitude would affect the
relationship between man and nature as well as the relationship between man
and man. Consequently, it would entail a reconstruction of the natural as well
as the social sciences. Maicuse’s position on a new science attributes a
political content to scientific rationality, with the implication that political
control over science is no longer possible. If politics can no longer establish
the evaluative framework within which science is to develop, or if the very
use of scientific rationality leads to a form of domination and control, then
science itself must be transformed to reflect a new attitude towards man and
nature.?! As Marcuse puts it:

This would mean a reversal of the traditional relationship between science
and metaphysics. The ideas defining reality in terms other than those of
the exact or behavioral sciences would lose their metaphysical or emotive
character as a result of the scientific transformation of the world; the
scientific concepts could project and define the possible realities of a free
and pacified existence. The elaboration of such concepts would mean
more than the evolution of the prevailing sciences. It would involve the
scientific rationality as a whole, which has thus far been committed to an
unfree existence and would mean a new idea of science, of Reason.??

Since politics is impotent to establish a new direction for science, science
must become conscious of its political content and transform itself so that it
reflects and embodies the new attitudes to which Marcuse refers. That such a
conversion would entail a politicization of science is freely conceded by
Marcuse: “But this development confronts science with the unpleasant task
of becoming political — of recognizing scientific consciousness as political
consiousness, and the scientific enterprise as a political enterprise.”??

According to Jurgen Habermas, Marcuse’s conception of a new science
is one that has been shared by other members of the Frankfurt School,
in particular, Walter Benjamin, Max Horheimer and Theodor Adorno.?*
Nevertheless, Habermas takes issue with Marcuse over the question of
a new science, claiming that Marcuse’s position “has only obscured [the
difficulty] with the notion of the political content of technical reason . . .”’%5
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In a debate characteristic of the open-ended quality of critical theory,?®
Habermas, while challenging Marcuse on this point, proceeds to build on
some of the latter’s formulations; but he redefines the problem in terms of
the political impact of technical reason, rather than the political content of
science. As Habermas states his intention, it is to determine “in a categorical-
ly precise manner the meaning of the expansion of the rational form of
science and technology, i.e. the rationality embodied in systems of purposive-
rational action, to the proportions of a life form, of the ‘historical totality’
of a life world.”?”

Habermas in discussing scientific rationality or instrumental rationality (as we
have used these terms before in this essay), establishes the distinction
between “work” and “interaction.”?® By work, or purposive-rational action,
is meant “either instrumental action or-rational choice or their conjunction;”
within this framework, instrumental action is “governed by technical rules
based on empirical knowledge,” and rational choice is “governed by strategies
based on analytic knowledge.” By interaction, on the other hand, Habermas
means “‘communicative action” or symbolic interaction in which action is
“governed by binding consensual norms, which define reciprocal expectations
about behavior and which must be understood and recognized by at least two

acting subjects.”?®

Societies are analytically conceived as social systems in which the institu-
tional framework consisting of the norms and values that guide symbolic
interaction is distinguished from subsystems of purposive-rational action
within which behavior is governed by empirically true propositions. The
violation of norms is considered to be deviant behavior and is punishable
through the enforcement of sanctions against the offending party, whereas
the violation of technical rules within the subsystems of purposive-rational
action is considered as incompetence. Put differently, the institutional frame-
work is the concatenation of values and norms which make up the socio-
cultural life-world and which provide the moral beliefs and the legitimating
mythologies by which men orient their symbolic interactions. Embedded
within this framework are subsystems of purposive-rational action that guide
behavior and depend upon the application of technical rules for the success of
their operation.

Accordingly, societies may be distinguished from one another by determining
the prevalence of a type of action. Within traditional societies, the institu-
tional framework of beliefs and values is predominant and severely limits the
areas within which purposive-rational action may take place. By contrast,
modern societies are characterized by a steady incursion of purposive-rational
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action into virtually all areas of life, with the concomitant breakdown or
weakening of the moral fabric of the institutional framework. Habermas says:

The expression ‘“traditional society” refers to the circumstance that the
institutional framework is grounded in the unquestionable underpinning of
I-gitimation constituted by mythical, religious or metaphysical interpreta-
tions of reality — cosmic as well as social — as a whole. “Traditional”
societies exist so long as the development of sub-systems of purposive-
rational action keep within the limits of the legitimating efficacy of
cultural traditions.>°

Modern society is characterized by a “level of development of the productive
forces that makes permanent the extension of subsystems of purposive-
rational action and thereby calls into question the traditional form of the
legitimation of power.””! As a result, political power requires a new legitima-
tion, and, it is in this connection that Habermas draws upon Marcuse’s
insights. For the new legitimation is to be found in the role of science and
technology as ideology.

In attempting to establish his position, Habermas abandons traditional
Marxist categories. The Marxist distinctions between substructure (economic
and productive relations) and superstructure (the state and its ideology) can
no longer be maintained because the practice of advanced industrial society
has “destroyed the particular constellation of institutional framework and
subsystems of purposive-rational action which characterized liberal
capitalism . . .’3? Because the state now actively intervenes in the economy
and attempts through a wide variety of fiscal and monetary controls to
stabilize the “free market,” it has taken on an exclusively political function
for the maintenance and development of the base. Whereas within traditional
Marxist thought, the political actions of the state could be analyzed in terms
of the dominant economic interest, with the advent of “‘welfare capitalism”
the state itself has sought to provide a basis for its own legitimacy by placing
constraints upon the economy and securing, thereby, the allegiance of the
mass of the population. Accordingly, Habermas states:

But this means a change in the relation of the economy to the political
system: politics is no longer only a phenomenon of the superstructure. If
society no longer “autonomously” perpetuates itself through self-regula-
tion as a sphere preceding and lying at the basis of the state ... then
society and the state are no longer in the relationship that Marxian theory
had defined as that of base and superstructure. Then, however, a critical
theory of society can no longer be constructed in the exclusive form of a
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critique of political economy. A point of view that methodically isolates
the economic laws of motion of society can claim to grasp the overall
structure of social life in its essential categories only as long as politics
depends on the economic base. It becomes inapplicable when the “base”
has to be comprehended as in itself a function of governmental activity
and political conflicts.>3

The second reason for the failure of Marxist analysis in the present context
relates to the growth of science and technnology as the leading productive
force, gradually replacing labor as the major source of wealth, and thereby
rendering the labor theory of value obsolete. Basic scientific research, sup-
ported by industry and government, is rapidly converted into practical
applications in the military and civilian areas. Labor-saving devices and
automation are now a basic feature of the productive system and the move in
this direction seems inexorable. As Habermas put it:

With the advent of large-scale industrial research, science, technology and
industrial utilization were fused into a system. Since then, industrial
research has been linked up with research under government contract,
which primarily promotes scientific and technical progress in the military
sector. From there information flows back into the sectors of civilian
production. Thus technology and science become a leading productive
force, rendering inoperative the conditions for Marx’s labor theory of
value.?*

These conditions have transformed liberal capitalism into a system of “wel-
fare capitalism:”the free utilization of capital is preserved at the same time
that the loyalty of the masses is secured through the maintenance of individu-
al mobility and welfare measures which secure employment, stabilize income,
and provide a variety of housing, educational and medical benefits for those
who qualify. The political system has to stabilize economic conditions, and
the government is empowered to intervene in economic matters in order to
eliminate any dysfunctions and risks which threaten the stability of the
system.

“Welfare capitalism™ takes on a peculiarly negative character as it attempts to
anticipate crises through information flows, social indicators and the applica-
tion of systems-analysis. Within the framework of this new politics, technical
solutions are sought to resolve technical problems, while the qualitative goals
and the value standards by which to define “the good life” are eliminated
from the universe of political discourse. There is a threat to democratic
participation in this de-politicization of the masses, with the public losing its
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political function. For, if all problems are defined as technical problems
within the consensus of welfare capitalism, what need is there for a demo-
cratic decision-making process? Except for periodic plebiscites which select
alternative groups of leaders, the substance of the democratic process is seen
as irrelevant to the solution of outstanding problems. In fact, such participa-
tion could add unknown and uncontrollable variables to the problems at hand
and divert and impede the technical solutions.

How, Habermas asks, will this de-politicization be made plausible to the
masses? How will a substitute program for “welfare capitalism,” which entails a
fundamental change in democratic politics, become legitimate? If in the past,
the source of legitimation was to be found within the institutional framework
of values, defined earlier as the system of symbolic interaction, the impact of
science and technology has destroyed the capacity of that framework to
provide political life with meaning and purpose. Science and technology have
taken on the role of ideology, and thus legitimate the new politics. The new
ideology, alternatively called the “technocratic thesis” or the “technocratic
intention,” explains and legitimates the irrelevance and dangers of conflict in
advanced industrial society; it also shows how highly specialized techniques
of analysis can offer appropriate solutions to existing problems.>*

The most significant aspect of the new ideology, however, is the transforma-
tion of the social life-world and the complex of values and norms of the
institutional framework. As Habermas puts it:

It is a singular achievement of this ideology to detach society’s self-under-
standing from the frame of reference of communicative action and from
the concepts of symbolic interaction and replace it with a scientific model.
Accordingly the culturally defined self-understanding of a social life-world
is replaced by the self-reification of men under categories of purposive-
rational action and adaptive behavior.®

The impact of these developments is to be seen in the erosion of meaning and
purpose derived from the values of the life-world. Indeed, the concept of the
life-world itself is alien to advanced industrial society. The institutional
framework which at one time governed the rate and the direction of scientific
and technological development is now reconstructed by science itself. In the
place of moral guides to social action, we now find technical and behavioral
controls. Habermas says:

The model according to which the planned reconstruction of society is to
proceed is taken from systems analysis. It is possible in principle to
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comprehend and analyze individual enterprises and organizations, even
political or economic subsystems and social systems as a whole, according
to the pattern of self-regulated systems.

. . . But the transferral of the analytic model to the level of social organiza-
tion is implied by the very approach taken by systems analysis.>’

Accordingly, the behavioral system of purposive-rational action gradually
predominates and absorbs the institutional framework of symbolic inter-
action. Habermas agrees with Arnold Gehlen that the inner logic of this
process entails the “disconnection of the behavioral system of purposive-
rational action from the human organism and its transferral to ma-
chines . . .38

The end of this process is that some men will now be in a position to
reconstruct reality scientifically according to the formulations of abstract
theory, and the “iron cage” of which Weber spoke will penetrate to the very
being of men in the new society. The experience of the self will no longer be
derived from the matrix of values and relationships that is a part of one’s
life-world, but the self will be seen as the functional complex of social
behaviors which are technically valid for the performance of specific opera-
tions.

When changes take place rendering past behavior obsolete, it is but a simple
programmed calculation to determine which behaviors are dysfunctional and
which new beliefs or which new controls must be fabricated in order to bring
men into line for a new “adaptation.” “Socio-psychologically, the era is
typified less by the authoritarian personality than by the destructuring of the
superego.” But more than this, the technocratic intention seems to be on the
verge of remaking man himself.?® Habermas concludes:

For the first time man can not only, as Aomo faber, completely objectify
himself and confront the achievements that have taken on independent life
in his products; he can, in addition, as homo fabricatus, be integrated into
his technical apparatus if the structure of purposive-rational action can be
successfully reproduced on the level of social systems. According to this
idea the institutional framework of society — which previously was rooted
in a different type of action — would now, in a fundamental reversal, be
absorbed by the subsystems of purposive-rational action, which were
embedded in it.*®

What Habermas is suggesting here is that politics and the social life-world are
being transformed by scientific rationality. Thus, the endpoint in the process
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of rationalization, is the scientization of politics and the life-world, with
science assuming the role of an ideology which masks these developments and
at the same time legitimates the new forms of domination and control.
However, Habermas, while in agreement with Marcuse on this new political
role of science in advanced industrial society, falls short of calling for a new
science, because he does not view science itself as inherently a form of
political domination. Thus he distinguishes between the natural sciences, the
hermeneutic sciences, and the emancipatory or critical sciences, establishing
the appropriate domains for each field of inquiry.*' He agrees with Marcuse
that positivism is guided by the technical interest in control, but, he argues,
this interest may be absolutely necessary for the maintenance of life within
an advanced industrial society. Thus the advances of the natural sciences are
seen as important and direct contributions to the alleviation of human
misery. Marcuse’s conception of a new science would threaten these develop-
ments by substituting a partnership with nature as the appropriate relation-
ship for the existing interest in control and domination.

Habermas thus concentrates his efforts on the impact of positivism on the
social sciences, and argues against the positivist position of a unified and
neutral science that the social sciences must be guided by an emancipatory
interest.*? If this is not done, then the adoption of positivism in the social
sciences, under the guise of objectivity and neutrality will in fact lead to a
new form of domination along the lines suggested earlier. The consequences
of this line of development are already visible in the widespread acceptance
and application of systems-analysis. It is for this reason then that Habermas’
cogent analysis exposes the ideological character of neutrality and objectivity
when it is applied to the social sciences. The imminent consequences of the
acceptance of positivism in theory are the emergence of a technocracy in
practice. With the scientization of politics the technocratic intention becomes
a reality.*?

By contrast, Habermas offers and attempts to justify a new orientation in
the social sciences which he calls the emancipatory interest. If it is the case
that positivism when applied to the social sciences leads to a form of
domination and control, then a new paradigm, guided by a different interest,
must challenge the exclusive claims of positivism and must expose its logical
implications and its ideological functions within an advanced industrial
society. The sources of an emancipatory science and the radically different
perspective that they cast on the contemporary relationship of science to
politics have been suggested earlier in this essay.

The issue for Habermas is the continued transformation of the institutional
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framework under the guidance of scientific rationality. It is not science per se
that presents a problem, but the scientific transformation of society and its
legitimation that necessitates a critique and a negation. The end of politics
draws near as the value questions are converted into technically solvable
problems. What Habermas envisions is the eventual revitalization of the
sphere of communicative action, the sphere of values with the critique of
ideology and the emergence of a fuller, substantive democratic order charac-
terized by the “critical interaction” between scientists and politicians.** With
free communication, the public may be repoliticized and allowed to deter-
mine the substantive ends towards which its resources will be put.

In this connection, Habermas draws the distinction between the transforma-
tion of the social life-world with “will” under the aegis of scientific ratio-
nality, and the transformation of the social life-world with “will and con-
sciousness” under the guidance of an emancipatory social science.*® It is the
consciousness that society will be transformed and the recognition of the
technocratic implications of its transformation by purposive rationality that
can be brought to light by critical theory. Thus, an emancipatory social
science based on the principles of critical theory provides a critique of science
as ideology and, in so doing, joins the epistemological and the political
questions. Once established, an emancipatory science would “steer” the
further development of the institutional framework and provide the precondi-
tions for a “substantive” as opposed to a formal democracy.*® The infusion
of a critical social science into the communications system of society would
revitalize the function of the public, making it more knowledgeable about the
issues while casting them in a framework different from the “scientism” that
acts as an ideological subterfuge. Habermas is thus hopeful that the process of
depoliticization and the elitist control projected by the technocratic intention
can be avoided.

In this final formulation, Habermas sharply departs from Weber’s faith in the
politics of the will and the latter’s fear of reason as the guiding instrument of
social change. If Weber is correct, then the dangers of a politics guided by
substantive rationality far outstrip the dangers of a politics governed by the
will. If Habermas is correct, the obverse is true.

But that is not the choice that we face: the real choice is between a politics
transformed under the guidance of instrumental rationality or a politics
transformed by substantive rationality: those who insist on defining the issue
in Weberian terms avoid confronting the genuine intellectual and moral
dilemma of our times. If Habermas contributes nothing else to our under-
standing, he brilliantly extends the Weberian analysis to the point that makes
the Weberian distinction between science and politics obsolete.



