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Progress occurs where it ends.
—Theodor Adorno, “Progress”

I would like to say something about the function of any diagno-
sis concerning the nature of the present. It does not consist in 
a simple characterization of what we are but, instead—by fol-
lowing lines of fragility in the present—in managing to grasp 
why and how that-which-is might no longer be that-which-is. 
In this sense, any description must always be made in accor-
dance with these kinds of virtual fracture which open up the 
space of freedom understood as a space of concrete freedom, 
that is of possible transformation.

—Michel Foucault, “Critical Theory/Intellectual History”

The subaltern fractures from within.
—Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book aims to make a contribution to the ongoing project of 
critical theory. But construing the aim of the book in this way 
already raises a difficulty, for the term “critical theory” is contested 
and unstable, and can refer to a wide variety of theoretical projects 
and agendas. In its most narrow usage, “critical theory” refers to the 
German tradition of interdisciplinary social theory, inaugurated in 
Frankfurt in the 1930s, and carried forward today in Germany by 
such thinkers as Jürgen Habermas, Axel Honneth, and Rainer Forst 
and in the United States by theorists such as Thomas McCarthy, 
Nancy Fraser, and Seyla Benhabib. In a more capacious usage, “criti-
cal theory” refers to any politically inflected form of cultural, social, 
or political theory that has critical, progressive, or emancipatory 
aims. Understood in this way, “critical theory” encompasses much if 
not all of the work that is done under the banner of feminist theory, 
queer theory, critical race theory, and post- and decolonial theory. A 
distinct but related capacious usage of the term refers to the body of 
theory that is mobilized in literary and cultural studies, otherwise 
known simply as “theory.” Here critical theory refers mainly to a 
body of French theory spanning from poststructuralism to psycho-
analysis, and including such thinkers as Michel Foucault, Jacques 
Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and Jacques Lacan. Obviously there are sig-
nificant overlaps and cross-fertilizations between these latter two 
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senses in particular, and my point here is not to attempt to draw 
hard and fast distinctions between them. Rather, my point is sim-
ply to map some of the complicated and shifting terrain on which 
this book is situated.

For once we have at least provisionally mapped the terrain in 
this way, it is striking how fraught and contested the interac-
tions and dialogues between “critical theory” in the narrow sense 
and “critical theory” in these two wider senses of the term are. 
Although the former has gone some way toward incorporating the 
insights of feminist theory (primarily through the work of Fraser 
and Benhabib) and critical race theory (through the recent work 
of McCarthy), its long-running feud with French theory is well 
known. And up to now, “critical theory” in the narrow sense of 
that term has largely failed to engage seriously with the insights 
of queer theory and post- and decolonial theory. No doubt, these 
last two points are closely related, insofar as French theory—and 
the work of Foucault in particular—has been so formative for the 
fields of queer and postcolonial theory.

In this book, I attempt to work across the divides between these 
different understandings of critical theory, particularly those 
between the Frankfurt School approach to critical theory, the work 
of Michel Foucault, and the concerns of post- and decolonial theory. 
My main critical aim is to show that and how and why Frankfurt 
School critical theory remains wedded to problematically Eurocen-
tric and/or foundationalist strategies for grounding normativity. 
My primary positive aim is to decolonize Frankfurt School critical 
theory by rethinking its strategy for grounding normativity, in such 
a way as to open this project up to the aims and concerns of post- 
and decolonial critical theory. For reasons that I discuss at more 
length throughout this book, I think that such an opening up is 
crucial if Frankfurt School critical theory is to be truly critical, in 
the sense of being able to engage in the ongoing self-clarification 
of the struggles and wishes of our postcolonial—by which I mean 
formally decolonized but still neocolonial—age.

In light of this complex and divided terrain, it might be useful for 
me to spell out at the outset how I deploy the term “critical theory.” 
As I understand it and as I practice it in this book and elsewhere, 
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critical theory refers simultaneously to a tradition, a method, and 
an aim. My approach to critical theory is situated in the intellectual 
tradition of the Frankfurt School. What I find particularly attrac-
tive about this tradition is its emphasis on social theory and on 
the understanding of the social as the nexus of the political, the 
cultural, and the individual. This focus on the social gives rise to 
the distinctive interplay between the critique of political economy, 
forms of social-cultural analysis, and theories of the self or individ-
ual that is the hallmark of the Frankfurt School critical theory tra-
dition. As I see it, however, the best way to do justice to this tradi-
tion is not to remain faithful to its core doctrines or central figures 
but rather precisely to inherit it, by which I mean to take it up while 
simultaneously radically transforming it. I do this in what follows 
by bringing Frankfurt School critical theory into sustained conver-
sation not only with the work of Michel Foucault but also with the 
work of feminist, queer, and post- and decolonial critical theorists.

But critical theory is more than a distinctive intellectual tradition 
of social theory. It also consists in a distinctive method for doing 
social theory. This method is outlined clearly in the famous pro-
grammatic essay that inaugurates the critical theory tradition, Max 
Horkheimer’s “Traditional and Critical Theory.” In this essay, Hork-
heimer situates critical theory between political realism—which 
analyzes the empirical conditions and power relations that struc-
ture our existing social, cultural, economic, and political worlds—
and normative political theory—which articulates ideal, rational, 
normative conceptions of justice that it takes to be freestanding. In 
contrast to both of these methods, critical theory understands itself 
to be rooted in and constituted by an existing social reality that is 
structured by power relations that it therefore also aims to critique 
by appealing to immanent standards of normativity and rationality. 
The difference between traditional and critical theory, Horkheimer 
notes, “springs in general from a difference not so much of objects 
as of subjects.”1 On this way of understanding it, what is distinc-
tive about critical theory is its conception of the critical subject as 
self-consciously rooted in and shaped by the power relations in the 
society that she nevertheless aims self-reflexively and rationally to 
critique. As I see it, preserving this distinctiveness requires critical  
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theory to hold open the central tension between power, on the 
one hand, and normativity and rationality, on the other hand, for 
to resolve it in either direction would mean collapsing into either 
political realism or what is now called ideal theory.2

But critical theory is not just a distinctive method that emerges 
out of a particular intellectual tradition. It also has the practical 
and political aim of freedom or emancipation. Again, to take Hork-
heimer’s classic statement, the goal of critical theory is not merely 
the theoretical aim of understanding what constitutes emancipa-
tion or the conditions under which it is possible but also the ambi-
tious practical aim of “man’s emancipation from slavery.”3 But here 
a potential tension emerges between the method of critical theory 
and its aim, for theoretical attempts to identify the ideal conditions 
under which genuine emancipation would be possible inevitably 
run up against charges of normative or rational idealism and com-
plaints that they are insufficiently attentive to the complexities of 
power. For this reason, as I have argued in more detail elsewhere,4 
a negativistic conception of emancipation, where emancipation 
refers to the minimization of relations of domination, not to a 
social world without or beyond power relations, is most compatible 
with critical theory’s distinctive method.

Particularly in light of its practical-political emancipatory aim, 
the failure of Frankfurt School critical theory to engage substan-
tively with one of the most influential branches of critical theory, in 
the broader sense of that term, to have emerged in recent decades—
postcolonial studies and theory—is all the more puzzling and prob-
lematic. After all, if critical theory aims at the emancipatory self-
clarification of the political struggles of the age, then how can it 
ignore the compelling articulation and theorization of contempo-
rary struggles over the meaning, limits, and failures of decoloniza-
tion that have emerged in this body of work? In many ways this 
book emerges out of my puzzlement about this lack of engagement.5 
Some of this failure undoubtedly has to do with the fact that post-
colonial theory has been so heavily influenced by poststructuralist 
theory; in that sense, the ongoing family quarrel between Frankfurt 
School critical theory and French critical theory is likely operating 
in the background to shape the Frankfurt School’s reception— 
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or lack thereof—of postcolonial theory. But there is, I think, also 
something deeper going on and it has to do with the way that con-
temporary Frankfurt School critical theorists—Habermasian and 
post-Habermasian—have attempted to ground their conceptions of 
normativity. As I argue more fully in what follows, these attempts 
have primarily coalesced in the work of Habermas and Honneth 
in a broadly speaking neo-Hegelian reconstructivist strategy for 
grounding normativity in which ideas of historical progress and 
sociocultural learning and development figure prominently. Rainer 
Forst, by contrast, defends a neo-Kantian constructivist strategy in 
which normativity is grounded in a foundationalist conception of 
practical reason. Given the deep connections between ideas of his-
torical progress and development and normative foundationalism 
and the theory and practice of Eurocentric imperialism, however, 
both of these strategies are anathema to postcolonial theory. The 
problematic imperialist entanglements of these normative strate-
gies also shed light on why postcolonial theorists have by and large 
found French poststructuralist theory—which likewise rejects both 
foundationalism and progressive theories of history—more conge-
nial to its aims than Frankfurt School critical theory.

The result is that a gulf has opened up between the Frankfurt 
School approach to critical theory and critical theory done under 
the heading of postcolonial theory. I felt this gulf very acutely as 
I worked on this project. When presenting my work to the former 
sort of audience, including but not only in Frankfurt, I was criti-
cized vehemently for challenging the various neo-Hegelian and 
neo-Kantian strategies for grounding normativity favored by con-
temporary Frankfurt School theorists and thus flirting with relativ-
ism; when discussing my project with colleagues who work in post-
colonial theory, I found that they were often stunned to learn that 
anyone was still willing to defend either ideas of historical progress 
and development or normative foundationalist projects at all. This 
gulf is so pronounced that the very project of this book might seem 
quixotic. For whom, after all, is it written? Frankfurt School critical 
theorists are likely to think that the anti-foundationalist account 
of normativity that I develop here is too weak and relativistic to 
count as critical, and postcolonial theorists are likely to find the  
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critiques of Eurocentric modernity discussed here all too familiar. 
And yet this book attempts to speak across this divide, both by 
showing how and why critical theory in the narrow sense of that 
term can and must be decolonized and by showing how a certain 
way of inheriting the Frankfurt School approach to critical theory, 
a certain way of construing and taking up its method and its aims, 
can be congenial to postcolonial theory, how it might even allow 
postcolonial theory to be criticalized.

This book took shape over a number of years and is the result 
of a great many public presentations of work in progress and con-
versations with colleagues, friends, and students. I cannot hope to 
mention everyone whose comments, questions, and suggestions 
have made an impact on this work, but I am grateful for all of the 
opportunities I have had over the last six years to reframe, refine, 
and improve this project.

Research on this book was made possible by a generous fellow-
ship from the Alexander von Humboldt foundation, which I took in 
Frankfurt in the summer semesters of 2010 and 2012. I am tremen-
dously grateful to the Humboldt Foundation and to my cohosts for 
that fellowship, Axel Honneth and Rainer Forst. In a gesture of true 
intellectual generosity, both of them fully supported this project 
and its author despite the trenchant criticisms of their work pur-
sued herein. The Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften in Bad 
Homburg v.d. Höhe provided the ideal setting for my work during 
those two semesters. Special thanks to Ingrid Rudolph and Beate 
Sutterlüty for helping to make Bad Homburg my German home 
away from home. I also owe a deep debt of gratitude to Dartmouth 
College, and particularly to former Dean of Faculty Carol Folt and 
Associate Dean for Arts and Humanities Katharine Conley, for pro-
viding me with an endowed research chair from 2009 to 2015. With-
out the extra time off from teaching and generous research funding 
afforded by the Parents Distinguished Research Professorship, this 
book would have taken much longer to complete.

As before, I have benefited enormously from my participation 
in three vibrant philosophical organizations—the Critical Theory 
Roundtable, the Colloquium on Philosophy and the Social Sciences 
in Prague, and the Society for Phenomenology and Existential  
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Philosophy—where early versions of many of the ideas in this 
book have been presented over the last six years. These organiza-
tions have long been my philosophical home away from home, and 
I remain grateful for the stimulating and challenging environments 
that they, in their very different ways, provide.

Early versions of various ideas, sections, and chapters of this 
book were presented in a variety of venues, including at the fol-
lowing institutions: St. Anselm College, Williams College, Michigan 
State University, the New School, University of Frankfurt, Univer-
sity of York, Miami University (Ohio), the University of Oregon, 
Vanderbilt University, Emory University, Grinnell College, Univer-
sity of Luzern, University of Jena, Humboldt University Berlin, 
Rochester Institute of Technology, Northwestern University, Stony 
Brook University, CUNY Graduate Center, Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity, and Columbia University. I am grateful to the audiences on 
each of these occasions for their insightful and challenging ques-
tions and comments. Special thanks to Maeve Cooke at University 
College Dublin and to the Feministische Philosoph_innen Gruppe 
in Frankfurt for organizing workshops on the manuscript in prog-
ress in December 2010 and June 2012, respectively.

Many people read drafts of various chapters or parts of chapters 
of this book and provided crucial feedback along the way. Thanks to 
Denise Anthony, Albena Azmanova, Steven Crowell, Nikita Dhawan, 
Alley Edlebi, Matthias Fritsch, Robert Gooding-Williams, Nathan 
Gusdorf, María Pía Lara, Claudia Leeb, Matthias Lutz-Bachmann, 
Lois McNay, Charles Mills, David Owen, Dmitri Nikulin, Alexander  
de la Paz, Falguni Sheth, Ian Storey, Ben Schupmann, James Tully, 
Barbara Umrath, Eva von Redecker, Kenneth Walden, and Christo-
pher Zurn. Several others deserve a special thanks for reading and 
commenting on the entire manuscript, including Richard Bernstein, 
Chiara Bottici, Fabian Freyenhagen, Timo Jütten, Colin Koopman, 
Tony Laden, Thomas McCarthy, Johanna Meehan, Mari Ruti, Jörg 
Schaub, and Dimitar Vatsov. My Dartmouth research assistant, 
Benjamin Randolph, not only offered insightful comments on the 
content of the book, he also provided invaluable help with the 
copy-editing process. Thanks also to my Penn State research assis-
tant, Daniel Palumbo, for help with the index. In January 2014,  
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Dartmouth’s Leslie Humanities Center sponsored a manuscript 
review workshop on this project. I am tremendously grateful to my 
former Dartmouth colleagues who participated in that workshop—
Leslie Center director Colleen Boggs, Susan Brison, Leslie Butler, 
and Klaus Mladek—and especially to the two external readers—
Kevin Olson and Max Pensky—whose trenchant and careful read-
ings made this a much better book than it otherwise would have 
been. 

Special thanks to my editor at Columbia University Press, Wendy 
Lochner, for her unflagging support, patience, and cheerful good 
sense, and to her assistant, Christine Dunbar, for superb logistical 
assistance and attention to detail.

Finally, I owe an infinite debt of gratitude to my family. First, 
to my children, Clark, Oliver, Isabelle, and Eloise, who put up with 
my long work hours and elevated stress level as I struggled to bring 
this project to completion. And last, but certainly not least, to my 
husband, Chris, who has supported me and my work in all of the 
ways that truly matter and even when doing so has meant letting 
go of some of his own dreams and plans. I dedicate this book to him.
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1
Critical Theory and the Idea of Progress

In 1993, in his sequel to his groundbreaking and field-defining 
book Orientalism, Edward Said offers the following indictment of 
Frankfurt School critical theory: “Frankfurt School critical theory, 
despite its seminal insights into the relationships between domi-
nation, modern society, and the opportunities for redemption 
through art as critique, is stunningly silent on racist theory, anti-
imperialist resistance, and oppositional practice in the empire.” 
Moreover, Said argues, this is no mere oversight; rather, it is a moti-
vated silence. Frankfurt School critical theory, like other versions of 
European theory more generally, espouses what Said calls an invidi-
ous and false universalism, a “blithe universalism” that “assume[s] 
and incorporate[s] the inequality of races, the subordination of 
inferior cultures, the acquiescence of those who, in Marx’s words, 
cannot represent themselves and therefore must be represented 
by others.” Such “universalism” has, for Said, played a crucial role 
in connecting (European) culture with (European) imperialism for 
centuries, for imperialism as a political project cannot sustain itself 
without the idea of empire, and the idea of empire, in turn, is nour-
ished by a philosophical and cultural imaginary that justifies the 
political subjugation of distant territories and their native popu-
lations through claims that such peoples are less advanced, cogni-
tively inferior, and therefore naturally subordinate.



2 Critical Theory and the Idea of Progress

Twenty years after Said made this charge, not enough has 
changed. Contemporary Frankfurt School critical theory, for the 
most part, remains all too silent on the problem of imperialism. 
Neither of the major contemporary theorists most closely associ-
ated with the legacy of the Frankfurt School, Jürgen Habermas and 
Axel Honneth, has made systematic reflection on the paradoxes and 
challenges produced by the waves of decolonization that character-
ized the latter half of the twentieth century a central focus of his 
work in critical theory, nor has either theorist engaged seriously 
with the by now substantial body of literature in postcolonial the-
ory or studies. In the case of Habermas, this lack of attention is all 
the more notable, given his increasing engagement in recent years 
with issues of globalization, cosmopolitanism, and the prospects for 
various forms of post- and supranational legal and political forms. 
Moreover, with a few prominent exceptions, critical theorists work-
ing in the Frankfurt School tradition have followed Habermas’s and 
Honneth’s lead. Although the topics of global justice and human 
rights have been high on the agenda in recent years in Frankfurt, 
those topics tend to be pursued in a way that refrains from the kind 
of wholesale reassessment of the links between moral-political uni-
versalism and European imperialism that Said counsels. And even 
those relatively few calls from within the Frankfurt School camp 
for the decolonization of critical theory have tended to be met with 
an expansion of the canon of critical theory, to include such think-
ers as Frantz Fanon, Enrique Dussel, Frederick Douglass, and Toni 
Morrison. As welcome as such an expansion of what counts as crit-
ical theory is, and as fruitful and groundbreaking as its results are, 
this strategy for responding to the silence of mainstream critical 
theorists on the questions of imperialism and colonialism means 
that the deep and difficult challenge that our postcolonial predica-
ment poses to the Frankfurt School’s distinctive approach to social 
theorizing has not only not yet been met, it has not even been fully 
appreciated by its practitioners. This book constitutes an attempt 
both to articulate and to meet that challenge.

Like Said, I believe that there is a reason for the Frankfurt School’s 
failure to respond adequately to the predicaments of our post- and 
neocolonial world and that this reason is connected to philosophical  
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commitments that run deep in the work of its contemporary prac-
titioners. The problem, as I see it, arises from the particular role 
that ideas of historical progress, development, social evolution, 
and sociocultural learning play in justifying and grounding the 
normative perspective of critical theorists such as Habermas and 
Honneth. As I shall argue at length in what follows, Habermas 
and Honneth both rely on a broadly speaking left-Hegelian strat-
egy for grounding or justifying the normativity of critical theory, 
in which the claim that our current communicative or recognitional 
practices represent the outcome of a cumulative and progressive 
learning process and therefore are deserving of our support and 
allegiance figures prominently. Thus, they are both deeply wedded 
to the idea that European, Enlightenment modernity—or at least 
certain aspects or features thereof, which remain to be spelled out— 
represents a developmental advance over premodern, nonmodern, 
or traditional forms of life, and, crucially, this idea plays an impor-
tant role in grounding the normativity of critical theory for each 
thinker. In other words, both Habermas and Honneth are commit-
ted to the thought that critical theory needs to defend some idea 
of historical progress in order to ground its distinctive approach to 
normativity and, thus, in order to be truly critical. But it is precisely 
this commitment that proves to be the biggest obstacle to the proj-
ect of decolonizing their approaches to critical theory. For perhaps 
the major lesson of postcolonial scholarship over the last thirty-
five years has been that the developmentalist, progressive read-
ing of history—in which Europe or “the West” is viewed as more 
enlightened or more developed than Asia, Africa, Latin America, 
the Middle East, and so on—and the so-called civilizing mission of 
the West, which served to justify colonialism and imperialism and 
continues to underwrite the informal imperialism or neocolonial-
ism of the current world economic, legal, and political order, are 
deeply intertwined. In other words, as James Tully has pithily put 
the point, the language of progress and development is the language 
of oppression and domination for two-thirds of the world’s people.

Habermas’s and Honneth’s reliance on a progressive, develop-
mentalist understanding of history as a way of grounding norma-
tivity thus raises a deep and difficult challenge for their approach 
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to critical theory: How can their critical theory be truly critical if it 
remains committed to an imperialist metanarrative, that is, if it has 
not yet been decolonized? On the flip side, how can it be truly criti-
cal if it gives up its distinctive strategy for grounding normativity? If 
we accept Nancy Fraser’s Marx-inspired definition of critical theory 
as the “self-clarification of the struggles and wishes of the age,” 
and if we further assume that struggles around decolonization and 
postcolonial politics are among the most significant struggles and 
wishes of our age, then the demand for a decolonization of critical 
theory follows quite straightforwardly from the very definition of 
critical theory. If it wishes to be truly critical, then contemporary 
critical theory should frame its research program and its concep-
tual framework with an eye toward decolonial and anti-imperialist 
struggles and concerns. However, if, as I have suggested, contem-
porary Frankfurt School critical theory relies on ideas of histori-
cal development, learning, and progress to ground its conception 
of normativity, then (how) can this project be decolonized without 
radically rethinking its approach to normativity? In response to 
this last question, I will argue in what follows that critical theory’s 
approach to grounding normativity must be radically transformed 
if it is to decolonize itself and thus be truly critical.

As I mentioned, Habermas’s and Honneth’s emphasis on ideas of 
progress in the form of notions of sociocultural development and 
historical learning processes can be understood as part of the gen-
eral left-Hegelianism or Hegelian-Marxism of the Frankfurt School, 
though it is worth noting at the outset that this understanding 
of history sets the second and third generations of the Frankfurt 
School apart from the first generation, whose leading members 
were, at least after World War II, much less sanguine about the idea 
of progress. The catastrophe of Auschwitz, Adorno noted in his 
lectures on the philosophy of history, “makes all talk of progress 
towards freedom seem ludicrous” and makes the “affirmative men-
tality” that engages in such talk look like “the mere assertion of a 
mind that is incapable of looking horror in the face and that thereby 
perpetuates it” (HF, 7). Adorno evokes Benjamin’s ninth thesis on 
the philosophy of history, in which progress is famously depicted 
as the storm that blows in from Paradise and irresistibly propels 
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the angel of history into the future. With his back to the future, 
the angel of history faces the past and “sees one single catastrophe 
which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of 
his feet.” Crucially, however, Adorno and Benjamin do not reject 
the idea of progress altogether, but rather seek to break it apart 
and reconceive it dialectically. Specifically, Adorno and Benjamin 
doubted not that progress in the future is possible or desirable but 
that any sense could be made of the claim that progress had already 
happened; indeed, on Adorno’s view, progressive readings of his-
tory serve as ideological impediments that block progress in the 
future. Thus, as Max Pensky puts it, glossing Benjamin, “progress’s 
first step is the enraged destruction of the discourse of progress.” 
Or, as Adorno put it in the line that serves as the inspiration for 
the title of this book, “progress occurs where it ends” (P, 150). What 
distinguishes Habermas and Honneth from the approach of earlier 
Frankfurt School thinkers is not their commitment to progress as 
a future-oriented moral-political goal—a commitment that all of 
these thinkers share—but rather their commitment to what Pensky 
calls the discourse of progress as an empirical history. Furthermore, 
for Habermas and Honneth, these two aspects of progress are deeply 
intertwined in their critical theory, and it is this intertwining that 
makes their critical theory so greatly in need of decolonizing.

The overall aims of this book are to critically assess the role 
played by ideas of development, sociocultural learning processes, 
and historical progress in grounding and justifying the normativity 
of critical theory in mainstream Frankfurt School theory, and to 
develop an alternative framework for thinking about history and 
the question of normative grounding, one that is more compatible 
with the urgent project of decolonizing critical theory. In this proj-
ect, I draw on theoretical resources that can be found in or nearby 
the Frankfurt School tradition, particularly the work of Adorno and 
Michel Foucault. This book thus follows in the footsteps of the work 
of Robert J. C. Young, and could be understood as an attempt to 
do for Frankfurt School critical social theory what Young’s White 
Mythologies did for Marxist literary criticism: namely, to expose the 
extent to which that project is implicated at the theoretical level, 
by virtue of its commitment to a certain understanding of history, 
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in the very imperialism that it condemns politically. My goal is 
twofold: to decolonize critical theory by opening it from within to 
the kind of post- and decolonial theorizing that it needs to take on 
board if it is to be truly critical and, conversely, to show, through a 
rethinking of the question of normativity in the Frankfurt School 
tradition, how post- and decolonial theory might be criticalized, 
that is, how it might respond to long-standing charges of relativism 
and questions about the normative status of its critique.

In this chapter, I begin by laying out the major conceptual issues 
involved in the appeal to ideas of historical learning, development, 
and progress as a strategy for securing normativity. First, I discuss 
what precisely is meant—and not meant!—by progress in the con-
text of contemporary critical theory, and consider the main reasons 
that have been offered in favor of the claim that the idea of progress 
is indispensable for critical theory. Second, I consider the deeply 
intertwined epistemological and political critiques of the discourse 
of progress that have gained prominence in post- and decolonial 
theory. This discussion aims not only to establish why critical the-
ory needs to decolonize itself, to the extent that it is wedded to a 
certain version of the discourse of progress, but also to motivate the 
particular strategy for decolonizing critical theory that I will adopt 
in this book. Finally, I discuss Thomas McCarthy’s recent attempt to 
respond to such postcolonial and postdevelopment critiques of the 
discourse of progress, and suggest that the shortcomings of McCar-
thy’s approach provide us with some preliminary indications of 
the shape that a decolonization of critical theory will have to take. 
Those indications will be taken up and developed further in subse-
quent chapters.

PROGRE SS AND T HE NORM AT IVI T Y  
OF CRI T IC AL T HEORY

Before exploring the role that is played by the idea of progress in 
contemporary critical theory, let me first say a few words about what 
precisely is meant here by the term “progress.” In its broadest terms, 
the idea of historical progress refers not just to progress toward 
some specific goal but rather to human progress or development 
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overall, überhaupt. As Reinhart Koselleck has argued, this notion of 
historical progress is a distinctively modern concept that emerges in 
the eighteenth century. Although the Greeks and Romans had terms 
that could “characterize a relative progression in particular spheres 
of fact and experience”—prokopē, epidōsis, progressus, perfectus—
these concepts were, according to Koselleck, always concerned with 
looking back and were not linked to the idea of a better future. 
Moreover, and perhaps more important, they were always partial, 
local; the term “progress” did not, for the Greeks, refer to “an entire 
social process, as we associate it today with technological practices 
and industrialization” (PD, 222). The Christian notion of progress, 
by contrast, referred to a spiritual progress that was to culminate 
at a point outside of time; Christianity thus opened up the horizon 
of the future, but the better future that it projected would only be 
realized after the end of history. As far as history was concerned, for 
the Middle Ages, as for antiquity, “the world as a whole was aging 
and rushing toward its end. Spiritual progress and the decline of the 
world were to this extent correlational concepts that obstructed the 
interpretation of the earthly future in progressive terms” (PD, 224). 
The modern notion of progress transformed the “constant expecta-
tion of the end of the world into an open future”; spiritual profectus 
became worldly progressus (PD, 225).

On Koselleck’s analysis, the modern concept of progress, which 
went hand in hand with a new experience of time, consisted in 
several features. First, the idea of the future as an infinite horizon 
denaturalized the idea that the age of the world is analogous to 
the old age of an individual; this, in turn, led to a break between 
the age of world and the idea of decay or decline: “Infinite prog-
ress opened up a future that shirked the natural metaphors of 
aging. Although the world as nature may age in the course of time, 
this no longer involves the decline of all of humanity” (PD, 226). 
In modernity, decline was no longer seen as the pure opposite of 
progress; “rather progress has become a world historical category 
whose tendency is to interpret all regressions as temporary and 
finally even as the stimulus for new progress” (PD, 227). Second, 
in the modern concept of progress, the striving for perfection that 
had also characterized Christian thinking about progress became  
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temporalized, located in human history. As a result, progress 
became an ongoing, never-ending, dynamic process, an infinite task 
(PD, 227–228). Finally, this modern concept of progress referred 
to both technical-scientific and moral-political progress, that 
is, to progress überhaupt. Here is Koselleck again: “Progress (der  
Fortschritt), a term first put forth by Kant, was now a word that 
neatly and deftly brought the manifold of scientific, technological, 
and industrial meanings of progress, and finally also those mean-
ings involving social morality and even the totality of history, 
under a common concept” (PD, 229).

This modern concept of progress found its clearest expression in 
the classical philosophies of history of Kant, Hegel, and even Marx. 
There, historical progress was understood in the strongest possi-
ble terms, as a necessary, inevitable, and unified process. Whether 
operating through the mechanism of a purposive nature, which 
uses evil to produce good, or of the cunning of reason, which behind 
men’s backs and over their heads rationalizes existing reality, or of 
the development of the forces and relations of production, which 
sows the seeds for communist revolution, these classical philoso-
phies of history understood progress to be necessary (though they 
had somewhat different views on how much of a role individuals 
should or could play in bringing about that necessary development) 
and unified (as occurring more or less simultaneously across society 
as a whole). Moreover, these classical philosophies of history rested 
on metaphysically loaded conceptions of the goal or telos toward 
which progress aimed, whether that was understood as the realiza-
tion of the kingdom of ends on earth, the attainment of the stand-
point of Absolute knowing, or communist utopia.

To be clear: none of the current defenders of the idea of progress 
in the Frankfurt School critical theory tradition makes such strong 
claims. Thus, I want to emphasize at the outset that I am not claim-
ing that either Habermas or Honneth holds on to a traditional phi-
losophy of history or to the strong notion of historical progress that 
comes along with it. Already the failure of the proletariat to rise up 
and overthrow the bourgeoisie in Europe and the United States in 
the early twentieth century caused trouble for the Marxist version 
of the classical philosophy of history, while the regressive barbarism 
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and moral-political catastrophes of the Holocaust and the Gulag fur-
ther undermined strong Hegelian and Kantian theodicies of history. 
For contemporary critical theory, progress is accordingly understood 
in contingent rather than necessary, disaggregated rather than total, 
and postmetaphysical rather than metaphysical terms. To say that 
progress is contingent is to say that whether or not any particular cul-
ture or society will in fact progress is a matter of contingent historical 
circumstances, and that regressions are always also possible. To say 
that it is disaggregated is to say that progress in one domain—say, 
the economic or technological-scientific sphere—can occur simulta-
neously with regress in another—say, the cultural or political sphere. 
To say that progress is understood in postmetaphysical terms is to 
say that the conception of the end toward which progress aims is 
understood in a deflationary, fallibilistic, and de-transcendentalized  
way, as a hypothesis about some fundamental features of human 
sociocultural life—the role that mutual understanding plays in 
language, or that mutual recognition plays in the formation of  
identity—that stands in need of empirical confirmation.

And yet, I do want to argue that a certain vestigial remnant of the 
traditional philosophy of history remains in contemporary Frank-
furt School critical theory and that it takes the form of the notions 
of sociocultural development, historical learning, and moral- 
political progress that inform Habermas’s and Honneth’s concep-
tions of modernity. In other words, Habermas and Honneth are 
committed to a common core understanding of social progress, 
such that if a society can be said to have progressed then this will 
be because that society has followed a certain developmental, uni-
directional, and cumulative moral-political learning process. To 
be sure, as Habermas emphasizes, this notion of progress does 
not entail any simple-minded judgment about “the superiority for 
the actual moral behavior or the ethical forms of life of later gen-
erations” (R, 360). The crucial point, for Habermas, is the moral- 
cognitive one that “there is progress in the de-centering of our 
perspectives when it comes to viewing the world as a whole, or to 
making considered judgments on issues of justice” and that this 
type of progress, epitomized in the Enlightenment, has “become so 
natural for later generations” that it is “assumed to be irreversible”  
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(R, 360). Habermas goes further than Honneth in that he also 
defends a notion of technical-scientific progress, though, in line 
with the nontraditional philosophy of history sketched above, he 
sees this as wholly distinct and disaggregated from moral-political 
progress. Indeed, he follows Max Weber in understanding the very 
separation and disaggregation of moral-political discourses and 
institutions from technical-scientific ones as a hallmark of moder-
nity and thus as itself the indication of a kind of progress or socio-
cultural learning. On this view, the ability to separate truth validity 
from normative validity claims is one of the hallmarks of the post-
conventional autonomy that becomes possible in posttraditional 
societies; thus, it is one of the key features distinguishing moder-
nity from myth (see TCA1).

Insofar as the primary aim of this book is to analyze the relation-
ship between ideas of historical progress and the problem of nor-
mativity and the impediment that this relationship poses for the 
project of decolonizing critical theory, my main focus throughout 
will be on the idea of normative or moral-political progress. Accord-
ingly I will attempt to leave questions about technical-scientific 
progress aside. In defense of this move, I can only say that the issues 
that I am grappling with in this book are difficult enough without 
my having to take on board the complex debates about progress or 
the lack thereof in science, for which I lack the requisite expertise 
in the history and philosophy of science in any case. To be sure, 
there is an irony here, inasmuch as by accepting the separation of 
moral-political questions from technical-scientific ones, I could be 
seen as tacitly endorsing Habermas’s conception of modernity at 
the same time as I am criticizing it. If pressed, I would admit that 
it seems to me that there are good reasons to doubt Habermas’s 
Weberian story. Think, for example, of Bruno Latour’s argument 
that we have never really been modern in the sense that we have 
never really accomplished the purification of the realms of truth 
and normative validity that are taken on this view to be the hall-
mark of modernity. We have never been modern, Latour argues, 
because so-called modernity is chock full of the very nature-culture, 
fact-value, part object-part subject hybrids that modernizers such 
as Habermas see—and judge as inferior—in the worldviews of  
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so-called primitive cultures. Moreover, as this example suggests 
and as Latour also argues, it also seems plausible to say that the 
separation of science, technology, and nature from politics, soci-
ety, and culture goes hand in hand with the radical separation of 
“Us” (the moderns) from “Them” (the premoderns) that undergirds 
imperialism. As Latour puts it:

The Internal Great Divide [that is, the divide between Nature and 
Society] accounts for the External Great Divide [that is, the divide 
between modern and premodern societies or cultures]: we are the 
only ones who differentiate absolutely between Nature and Culture, 
between Science and Society, whereas in our eyes all the others—
whether they are Chinese or Amerindian, Azande or Barouya— 
cannot really separate what is knowledge from what is Society, what 
is sign from what is thing, what comes from Nature as it is from what 
their cultures require.  .  .  . The internal partition between humans 
and nonhumans defines a second partition—an external one this 
time—through which the moderns have set themselves apart from 
the premoderns.

With Latour’s argument in mind, my restricted focus on questions 
of normative or moral-political rather than scientific progress or 
learning should be understood as a provisional bracketing rather 
than a hard and fast separation. The hope is that this bracketing will 
allow me to bring greater focus and clarity to a particular strand of 
the broader complex of debates about progress, a strand that has 
important implications for the vexing question of the normativity 
of critical theory and its prospects for decolonization. The question 
of the validity of Habermas’s Weberian construal of the superior-
ity of modernity over myth will be broached, if a bit obliquely, in 
chapter 2.

Turning now to the idea of moral-political progress, there are 
actually two distinct yet closely interrelated conceptions of norma-
tive progress at work in contemporary critical theory. These two 
conceptions are related, in turn, to two distinct arguments that are 
offered for the claim that critical theory needs some idea of progress 
in order to be truly critical. The first conception is forward-looking, 
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oriented toward the future. From this perspective, progress is a 
moral-political imperative, a normative goal that we are striving to 
achieve, a goal that can be captured under the idea of the good or at 
least of the more just society. The second conception is backward-
looking, oriented toward the past. From this perspective, progress 
is a judgment about the developmental or learning process that 
has led up to “us,” a judgment that views “our” conception of rea-
son, “our” moral-political institutions, “our” social practices, “our” 
form of life as the result of a process of sociocultural development 
or historical learning. I will call the forward-looking conception of 
progress “progress as an imperative” and the backward-looking one 
“progress as a ‘fact.’ ”

As I said, these two different conceptions of progress correspond 
to two different arguments for the claim that critical theory needs 
the idea of progress in order to be genuinely critical. The first argu-
ment is that we need the idea of progress toward some future goal in 
order to give us something to strive for politically, in order to make 
our politics genuinely progressive. Thomas McCarthy expresses this 
point eloquently when he writes:

There is no doubt that the historical record warrants the melancholy 
that Walter Benjamin experienced in contemplating it; nor is there 
any denying the disappointment of hopes for progress by the events 
of the twentieth century. But though these must remain central to 
our “postmodern” sensibility, a politics premised solely on melan-
choly or disappointment—or on some other form of historical pessi-
mism, that is, on the abandonment of hope for a significantly better 
future—would not be a progressive politics.

Progress understood in this sense is a moral-political imperative to 
strive to improve the human condition, and is connected to Kant’s 
famous third question, what may I hope for? For a theory to be 
critical, it must be connected to the hope for some significantly 
better—more just, or at least less oppressive—society. Such hopes 
serve to orient our political strivings, and in order to count as genu-
ine hopes, they must be grounded in a belief or a hope in the possi-
bility of progress. The second reason that critical theory is thought 
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to need an idea of historical progress relates to the backward- 
looking conception of progress as a historical “fact.” “Fact” is in scare 
quotes here because this is not merely an empirical judgment but 
necessarily also a normative one. To say that progress is a “fact” 
is typically to say that the normative ideals, conception of practical 
rationality, and social and political institutions that have emerged 
in European modernity—in particular, in the Enlightenment— 
are the result of a cumulative and progressive developmental or 
historical learning process.

A central argument of this book is that this backward looking 
conception of progress as a “fact” plays a crucial, if often unacknowl-
edged, role in grounding the normativity of critical theory for both 
Habermas and Honneth. This follows more or less directly from 
the combination of two commitments: first, the desire to avoid the 
twin evils of foundationalism and relativism; and, second, the idea 
that the normative perspective of critical theory must be grounded 
immanently, in the actual social world. The desire to avoid foun-
dationalism grows out of the resolutely postmetaphysical stance of 
contemporary critical theory; as Habermas puts it, critical theory 
must make clear “that the purism of pure reason is not resurrected 
again in communicative reason” (PDM, 301). The attempt to avoid 
foundationalism gives rise to the resolution to ground the norma-
tive perspective of critical theory immanently, within the existing 
social world. But this commitment, in turn, inevitably raises wor-
ries about conventionalism and relativism. If our normative per-
spective is grounded within the social world, then how can critical 
theory avoid the charge of reducing normativity to an endorsement 
of whatever normative standards happen to be accepted at a given 
time and place? In other words, how can we justify the normative 
standards that critical theory finds in existing social reality with-
out recourse to foundationalist premises? Habermas’s and Hon-
neth’s broadly speaking Hegelian strategy constitutes an attempt 
to answer such questions while avoiding the twin pitfalls of foun-
dationalism and relativism. The basic idea is that the normative 
principles that we find within our social world—as inheritors of 
the project of European Enlightenment or the legacy of European 
modernity, which has a certain conception of rational autonomy 
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(Habermas) or social freedom (Honneth) at its core—are them-
selves justified insofar as they can be understood as the outcome of 
a process of progressive social evolution or sociocultural learning. 
The move to ground normative principles within the social world 
allows critical theory to avoid the charge of foundationalism, and 
yet, in order to avoid collapsing into relativism, critical theory relies 
on the backward-looking conception of historical progress as a 
“fact.” This conception of progress enables critical theory to under-
stand the normative standards that it finds within the existing 
social world—that is, within its own world, the world of modern 
Europe—not merely as contingent or arbitrary framework-relative 
standards, but rather as the results of a process of social develop-
ment and historical learning.

But if critical theory’s immanent grounding of normative prin-
ciples within the social world ultimately rests on a claim about 
sociocultural learning processes, then this means that the nor-
mative standards that enable us to envision a good or more just  
society—the discourse principle, for example, or the idea of social 
freedom—are themselves justified inasmuch as they are the out-
come of a progressive process of sociocultural development or 
learning. In other words, the two conceptions of progress delineated 
above are intertwined in that progress as a moral-political impera-
tive is, for Habermas and Honneth, grounded in the basic norma-
tive orientation that is undergirded by the conception of progress 
as a historical “fact”—at least, this is my central interpretive claim 
vis-à-vis Habermas and Honneth, a claim that will be developed and 
defended in subsequent chapters. The normative perspective that 
serves to orient the forward-looking conception of progress is justi-
fied by the backward-looking story about how “our” modern, Euro-
pean, Enlightenment moral vocabulary and political ideals are the 
outcome of a learning process and therefore neither merely conven-
tional nor grounded in some a priori, transcendental conception of 
pure reason. This normative orientation, in turn, provides us with 
a conception of the “good” or “more just” society that provides the 
basis for our moral-political strivings.

This suggests that, at least as the idea of progress is used 
in Habermas’s and Honneth’s work, these two conceptions of  
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progress—the forward-looking notion of progress as a moral-
political imperative and the backward-looking idea of progress as 
a “fact” about the processes of historical learning and sociocultural 
evolution that have led up to “us”—cannot easily be pulled apart. 
In other words, it isn’t possible for this version of critical theory to 
hold on to progress as a moral-political imperative without believ-
ing in progress as a “fact” so long as the normativity of critical the-
ory is being secured through this progressive story of sociocultural 
development or historical learning. This means that contemporary 
critical theory as Habermas and Honneth conceive it could only be 
disentangled from its commitment to progress by also rethinking 
its understanding of normativity. As I will argue in the next sec-
tion, it is Habermas’s and Honneth’s commitment to the backward-
looking story about progress as a “fact” that makes their approach 
to critical theory stand in need of decolonizing and also proves to 
be the most serious obstacle to such decolonization.

To be sure, it is conceptually possible to retain the idea of prog-
ress as a moral-political imperative without rooting that conception 
of progress in a developmental-historical story about progress as a 
“fact.” For example, the Kantian-constructivist strategy for ground-
ing the normativity of critical theory advanced recently by Rainer 
Forst articulates a universal moral-political standard—the basic 
right to justification—that is grounded not in a backward-looking 
story about historical progress but rather in what Forst character-
izes as a freestanding account of practical reason. Forst further 
argues that progress is a normatively dependent concept in the 
sense that it is dependent on this universal normative standard, 
which in turn provides a clear benchmark for measuring claims 
about historical progress. This alternative way of understanding 
the relationship between normativity and claims about historical 
progress avoids the worries about conventionalism and the reli-
ance on the notion of progress as a “fact” that plague Habermas’s 
and Honneth’s account. However, as I will discuss further in chap-
ter 4, Forst’s strongly universalist conception of morality and his 
“freestanding” account of practical reason remain vulnerable to 
postcolonial critique, in particular, to worries that his allegedly 
freestanding, universal conception of practical reason is really a 
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thick, particular, and Eurocentric notion in disguise. Moreover, 
in seeking to avoid conventionalism and relativism, Forst’s neo-
Kantian approach ends up in foundationalism. This leads him to 
adopt a kind of political philosophy as applied ethics approach that 
sacrifices the methodological distinctiveness of critical theory. As a 
result, critical theorists who aim to disentangle progress as a moral-
political imperative from progress as a “fact” will need to find other 
ways to accomplish this goal. In the end, I shall argue that the best 
way forward for critical theory with respect to this problem will 
be for it to go back, that is, to recover the insights of one of the 
most prominent members of the first generation of the Frankfurt 
School—Theodor Adorno—and of the philosopher who I will call 
his other “other son”—Michel Foucault.

T HE COLONIALI T Y OF POW ER:  T HE POLI T IC AL
EPI ST EMOLOGIC AL CRI T IQUE OF PROGR E SS  
A S A “FACT ”

But why think that critical theory needs to disentangle its hope 
for progress as a moral-political imperative from the idea of prog-
ress as a historical “fact”? What, after all, is wrong with this idea of 
progress as a “fact”? In this section, I further flesh out two specific 
lines of criticism of the idea of progress as a historical “fact,” both of 
which were alluded to above, and both of which are raised in press-
ing forms in post- and decolonial theory.

The first problem is primarily political, and it concerns the 
entwinement of the idea of historical progress with the legacies 
of racism, colonialism, and imperialism and their contemporary 
neocolonial or informally imperialist forms. In his recent work, 
Thomas McCarthy traces this dilemma back to Kant, where it is evi-
dent in the form of a deep tension between Kant’s moral-political 
universalism—according to which every human being is a self-
legislating member of the kingdom of ends who has an infinite 
worth and dignity—and his practical-anthropological particular-
ism—according to which Africans, Native Americans, and Asians 
are less advanced than white Europeans and thus less capable of 
autonomous self-rule. In light of this tension, McCarthy notes 
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that historical progress for Kant in the sense of “cultivation,  
civilization, and moralization is and will continue to be a process of 
diffusion from the West to the rest of the world” and progress for 
non-European cultures is understood in terms of gradual assimila-
tion to European culture. In what McCarthy calls the “convergence 
model of progress,” there is thus an implicit—even if not explicitly 
articulated—rationale offered for the so-called civilizing mission of 
the West, a key ideological justification for the colonial and imperial 
projects. Kant’s account of progress and development thus serves, 
according to McCarthy, as a solution to the problem of how to rec-
oncile his liberal universalism with his liberal imperialism. By tak-
ing the European path of development as normative, and viewing 
non-European cultures and peoples as less developed or as non- or 
premodern, progressive or developmental theories of history serve 
as an ideological rationalization and justification for ongoing rac-
ism, neoracism, colonialism, and neoimperialism.

The progressive reading of history that views European moder-
nity as developmentally more advanced than premodern cultures 
or societies also relies on a highly selective reading of Europe’s own 
history, a reading that ignores the extent to which the distinctively 
European form of modernity that Kant and other Enlightenment 
thinkers valued so highly was a product not of Europe alone but 
of Europe’s interaction with the non-West. This is true first and 
foremost in a material sense—that is, in the sense that the rise of 
capitalism in Europe was made possible by the extraction of natural 
resources from its colonies and the exploitation of colonized sub-
jects. As Fanon famously and succinctly put this point: “Europe 
is literally the creation of the Third World. The riches which are 
choking it are those plundered from the underdeveloped peoples.” 
Anibal Quijano echoes Fanon, referencing the earlier wave of colo-
nialism in the Americas that began in the sixteenth century: “The 
constitution of Europe as a new historic entity/identity was made 
possible, in the first place, through the free labor of the American 
Indians, blacks, and mestizos, with their advanced technology in 
mining and agriculture, and with their products such as gold, silver, 
potatoes, tomatoes, and tobacco.” But Europe was not only mate-
rially dependent on its colonies; it was also ideologically dependent 
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in the sense that Europe’s very identity as a distinct culture was 
formed in response to those it perceived as its geographical, cul-
tural, and historical others, and by the anxieties and dislocations 
generated by its interactions with the colonies. This was one of the 
central arguments of Said’s Orientalism, as he explained in his intro-
duction to that text: “Orientalism is never far from . . . the idea of 
Europe, a collective notion identifying ‘us’ Europeans as against all 
‘those’ non-Europeans, and indeed it can be argued that the major 
component in European culture is precisely what made that cul-
ture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of European 
identity as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European 
peoples and cultures.”

Moreover, as Susan Buck-Morss’s recent work shows, the mate-
rial and ideological aspects of Europe’s dependence on its colonies 
were deeply intertwined. Even the much vaunted idea of freedom, 
taken by Enlightenment thinkers and contemporary critical theo-
rists such as Habermas and Honneth alike to be the highest politi-
cal value,

began to take root at precisely the time that the economic practice of 
slavery—the systematic, highly sophisticated capitalist enslavement 
of non-Europeans as a labor force in the colonies—was increasing 
quantitatively and intensifying qualitatively to the point that by the 
mid-eighteenth century it came to underwrite the entire economic 
system of the West, paradoxically facilitating the global spread of 
the very Enlightenment ideals that were in such fundamental con-
tradiction to it.

Hence the political problem with the reading of European moder-
nity as the outcome of a progressive historical development is not 
only the way in which it positions the pre- or nonmodern as less 
developed and therefore serves to rationalize and justify imperial-
ism in its formal and informal, colonial and neocolonial guises; it 
also overlooks or obscures the extent to which the very material 
preconditions for and ideas of Europe and of European modernity 
are themselves colonized and racialized.
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So, to sum up the political problem: the backward-looking con-
ception of progress as a “fact,” insofar as it sees the norms or insti-
tutions of European modernity as the outcome of a developmen-
tal or learning process, and insofar as it overlooks the role that 
Europe’s material and ideological relation to its colonies played in 
shaping European modernity as a racialized construct, has served 
and continues to serve the ideological function of rationalizing and 
legitimizing contemporary forms of informal imperialism, neocolo-
nialism, and racism. In other words, the notion of historical prog-
ress as a “fact” is bound up with complex relations of domination, 
exclusion, and silencing of colonized and racialized subjects.

The second problem with the notion of historical progress as a 
“fact” is an epistemological one, and it turns on the following ques-
tions: On what basis do we claim to know what counts as progress? 
Does a judgment about historical progress not presume knowledge 
of what counts as the end point or goal of that historical develop-
ment? And how could this be known without having access to some 
God’s-eye point of view or point of view of the Absolute, ideas that 
go against the basic methodological assumptions of critical theory, 
in particular its desire to avoid foundationalism? But if we aren’t 
willing to posit such a God’s-eye point of view or to consider the 
standards by which we measure progress to be known sub specie 
aeternitatis, then we are left with the idea that we have to make 
judgments about what counts as progress from our own, internal, 
reconstructive point of view. And in that case, we must confront the 
worry that, insofar as judgments about progress rely on our own 
current beliefs and principles, they may appear, as Charles Larmore 
has put it, “irredeemably parochial.” “Is not the notion of progress,” 
Larmore asks, “basically an instrument of self-congratulation?”

Although this epistemological worry can be framed, as Larmore 
does, in broad, conceptual terms, it has also been raised in a par-
ticularly trenchant way in post- and decolonial theory. The argu-
ment here concerns the original formulation and justification of 
the stadial or developmental-stages reading of history. In the mod-
ern period, this reading of history was developed by thinkers of 
the Scottish Enlightenment such as Adam Smith; later it found its 
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way into German philosophy through Hegel and Marx, both care-
ful readers of Smith; and through Émile Durkheim and Max Weber, 
both trained in the Hegelian and Marxist philosophical tradition, 
it made its way into the founding assumptions of sociology as a 
discipline. As Gurminder Bhambra has argued in her book Rethink-
ing Modernity, this stadial reading of history understood society to 
develop through a series of progressively advancing stages based on 
different modes of economic organization. Colonial encounters—
for example, the conquest of Native Americans in the Americas—
were, Bhambra argues, “fundamental to the emergence of the idea 
of historical stages of development.” British and European think-
ers of the eighteenth century formulated the stadial reading of his-
tory and its attendant notions of historical progress and sociocul-
tural development as a way of understanding the information that 
was coming back to them from the colonies in the New World. They 
made sense of this information by hypothesizing that, as Locke put 
it, “in the beginning all the World was America,” and then postulat-
ing a series of stages through which humanity must have passed 
in order to get from there to the civilized commercial society of  
eighteenth-century Europe. The problem with this move is that, 
as Bhambra explains, “the chronological (and evaluative) relation-
ship established between different types of culture emerged out of a 
hierarchical ranking of contemporary cultures that had no evidential 
foundation.” In other words, at its core this developmental read-
ing of history was based on what I would call a kind of normative 
decisionism by means of which Native Americans were first judged 
to be inferior to—more primitive, less civilized, less developed— 
Europeans and then, in a second step, that inferiority was explained 
by means of a developmental or stadial theory of history.

As Quijano further argues, this inferiority was naturalized 
through the creation of invidious racial classifications that served to 
legitimate the relations of domination that were imposed through 
the colonial conquest. Quijano maintains that it is not unusual for 
colonial dominators to feel superior to those they dominate and to 
appeal to their feelings of superiority to justify their domination, 
but for European colonizers that feeling of superiority took a unique 
form, namely, “the racial classification of the world population  



Critical Theory and the Idea of Progress 21

after the colonization of America. The association of colonial eth-
nocentrism and universal racial classification helps to explain why 
Europeans came to feel not only superior to all other peoples of 
the world, but, in particular, naturally superior.” In other words, 
for Quijano, colonial domination came first, and then this domina-
tion was justified by means of a claim about the inferiority of the 
colonized, an inferiority that was then naturalized through the con-
struction of racial classifications. Like Bhambra, Quijano also con-
nects this process to the emergence of developmental or progres-
sive theories of history: “The Europeans generated a new temporal 
perspective of history and relocated the colonized population, along 
with their respective histories and cultures, in the past of a histori-
cal trajectory whose culmination was Europe.” The colonized were 
not only deemed inferior, and naturally so because racially so; they 
were also relegated to a primitive or archaic past. As Quijano sums 
up the idea of progress, which he characterizes as one of the foun-
dational myths of Eurocentrism:

All non-Europeans could be considered as pre-European and at the 
same time displaced on a certain historical chain from the primi-
tive to the civilized, from the rational to the irrational, from the 
traditional to the modern, from the magic-mythic to the scientific. 
In other words, from the non-European/pre-European to something 
that in time will be Europeanized or modernized. Without consider-
ing the whole experience of colonialism and coloniality, this intel-
lectual trademark, as well as the long-lasting global hegemony of 
Eurocentrism, would hardly be explicable.

Moreover, Bhambra argues that this normative decisionism has 
been obscured by subsequent work in sociology, which has for the 
most part taken this developmental story of modernization as its 
starting point. Hence, Bhambra notes, “the evidential basis for the 
idea of historical stages remains weak just because the idea becomes 
embedded in the conceptual frameworks of social science.” Thus a good 
deal of work in sociology, especially sociological theories of modern-
ization, tends to “confirm” this developmental reading of history 
precisely because that reading also frames the basic assumptions  
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of its research program. Bhambra’s argument raises a deep chal-
lenge for Habermas’s work in particular. As McCarthy notes, the 
Habermasian view of history is an heir to Kantian and Hegelian 
philosophies of history but, unlike those projects, it is empirically 
based, practically oriented, and postmetaphysical. Habermas’s 
approach to progress is not a traditional philosophy of history but 
rather a reconstructive science that seeks to uncover deep sociohis-
torical structures that condition historical change; as a reconstruc-
tive science, it is open and fallible and dependent upon empirical 
confirmation from the social sciences. But herein lies the rub. 
Insofar as ideas of historical progress and modernity are founda-
tional for certain sociological research programs, the “openness” of 
a theory of sociocultural learning to empirical (dis)confirmation by 
empirical work in sociology seems to be not nearly open enough. 
Rather, the argument threatens to be self-sealing.

The epistemological problem, then, goes to the heart of critical 
theory’s attempt to offer an immanent, reconstructive form of cri-
tique that nevertheless relies on ideas of progress, development, 
and historical learning processes to offer a nonfoundationalist 
account of normativity that avoids collapsing into conventional-
ism or relativism. If judgments about historical progress are not 
to appeal implicitly to a suprahistorical point of view—the purity 
of pure reason or the point of view of Absolute knowing—then 
they remain judgments of progress for us, made in accordance with 
our standards or by our lights. In this case they must confront 
the worry that they are nothing more than self-congratulatory 
defenses of the status quo. The post- or decolonial version of this 
criticism raises the particular worry that the very idea of progress 
or of a developmental reading of history is grounded in a normative 
decisionism by means of which European Enlightenment theorists 
congratulated themselves on being more civilized, developed, and 
advanced than Native Americans and other colonized subjects, and 
then embedded this self-congratulatory assumption into the socio-
logical theories of modernization to which contemporary critical 
theorists, in turn, appeal to support their claims about progress.

These two sorts of objections to the idea of historical prog-
ress as a “fact,” the political and the epistemological, are, as the 
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reader may have already guessed, closely related to each other. 
Quijano brings them together under the concept of “the coloni-
ality of power.” For Quijano, European colonialism as a form of 
political domination and economic exploitation goes hand in hand 
with Eurocentrism, which he defines as “a specific rationality or 
perspective of knowledge that was made globally hegemonic, col-
onizing and overcoming other previous or different conceptual 
formations and their respective concrete knowledges, as much in 
Europe as in the rest of the world.” A similar recognition of this 
deep intertwining of colonial power relations and forms of knowl-
edge production leads Chakrabarty to ask: “Can the designation of 
something or some group as non- or premodern ever be anything 
but a gesture of the powerful?”

The intertwining of the political and epistemological dimen-
sions of colonialism, captured in Chakrabarty’s question and  
Quijano’s notion of the coloniality of power, helps to motivate the 
particular strategy for decolonizing critical theory that I will fol-
low in this book. After all, one might argue, following Terry Eagle-
ton, that it is far from obvious that taking on board the insights of 
“postcolonialism”—understood as a particular theoretical project, 
prominent in Europe and the United States, heavily influenced 
by French poststructuralism—is the best way to think through 
the challenges and injustices of postcolonialism—understood as 
the current social, economic, and political situation of formally 
decolonized states, which are still subjected to gross forms of 
global injustice, largely through the workings of the international 
financial system. “Postcolonialism,” according to this view, is 
simply a fashionable offshoot of postmodernism, and it suffers 
from the same excessive culturalism that plagues its forerunner. 
If one wants to think through the challenges of our current post- 
as well as neocolonial or informally imperialist age, a proponent 
of this view might ask, why not turn to Marxism, which after all 
offers ample resources for connecting the critique of capitalism 
to the critique of imperialism, even if Marx himself never quite 
connected all of those dots? On this view, the retreat to the cul-
tural that characterizes “postcolonialism” is not only insufficient 
for theorizing the complexities of postcolonialism; it is also best 
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understood as one more indication of the “postsocialist” condi-
tion that coincided with its rise to prominence in the 1980s and 
1990s—a stance that we can ill afford to take in the wake of the 
financial crisis, now that the critique of capitalism is as important 
as ever.

This “postcolonialism” versus Marxism argument is long run-
ning—though it has flared up again very recently in a spectacular 
debate between Vivek Chibber and Partha Chatterjee that has been 
viewed over eighteen thousand times on Youtube—and it could 
be understood as an offshoot of earlier debates about postmodern-
ism or poststructuralism versus Marxism. It is a strange opposition, 
however, especially because Marxism has been very influential for 
much work in postcolonial theory, not only in the Subaltern Studies 
group but also in Latin American post- and decolonial theory, which 
draws frequently and heavily on the work of world systems theo-
rists like Immanuel Wallerstein and Samir Amin. It is also strange 
because, as Robert Young has argued very convincingly, French post-
structuralism was itself heavily influenced by Marxism—not, to be 
sure, by the Hegelian Marxism that was so influential for the Frank-
furt School, but rather by the structuralist Marxism of Althusser 
and the Third World, anti-imperialist Marxism of Mao. Mapping 
the “postcolonialism” versus Marxism split onto a split internal 
to twentieth-century Marxism enables us to understand why an 
engagement with postcolonial theory (“postcolonialism”) is in fact 
the best way to address the challenges posed to critical theory by 
our postcolonial condition (postcolonialism). For the simple truth 
is that there is a perfectly good reason that postcolonial theorists 
have by and large found poststructuralism more useful than con-
temporary Marxist theory, and the reason is that, as Young argues, 
unlike poststructuralism, Western Marxism never addressed the 
challenge that colonialism posed to “its own political thinking at a 
theoretical or philosophical level.” Marxism, particularly its Hegelian 
variants, remains committed to the kind of developmental or pro-
gressive reading of history—historicism or History with a capital H, 
for short—that is the central target of post- and decolonial critique. 
As Young puts this point: “Marxism, insofar as it inherits the system 
of the Hegelian dialectic, is also implicated in the link between the 
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structures of knowledge and the forms of oppression of the last two 
hundred years: a phenomenon that has become known as Eurocen-
trism.” Young draws the conclusion that addressing the challenge 
posed by what Quijano calls the coloniality of power thus requires 
a radical rethinking of History. I would add that if my argument 
about the link between ideas of historical progress and normativity 
in contemporary critical theory is plausible, then it further requires 
rethinking the strategy for grounding normativity. For this project, 
I will argue that the work of Adorno and Foucault, read alongside 
each other, proves particularly fruitful. This is not to say that none 
of Marx’s insights is fruitful, nor is it to say that the critique of capi-
talism is not important for contemporary critical theory; many of 
them are and of course it is. It is just to say that for the specific project 
of rethinking the relationship between history and normativity that is 
necessary if critical theory is to be decolonized, we are better off turn-
ing to Adorno and Foucault than to Marx.

PROBLEM AT IZING PROGRE SS

As we have seen, the primary target of post- and decolonial criti-
cism is the backward-looking conception of progress as a “fact,” for 
it is this assumption that is deeply intertwined with problematic 
claims about the superiority of European modernity. But notice 
that if, as I argued above, for certain versions of critical theory, the 
forward-looking conception of progress as an imperative depends 
on the backward-looking claim about progress as a “fact,” then the 
critique of progress outlined above threatens to expose the nor-
mative perspective of critical theory as Eurocentric at best and, at 
worst, as obscuring the racialized aspects of European modernity 
and thereby reinforcing them. How can critical theorists best 
respond to these charges of the ideological nature of the idea of 
progress as a historical “fact”? If we admit, as it seems we must, 
that such ideas of progress and development have served ideologi-
cal uses in the past and may well continue to do so, does that mean 
that they are merely ideological and thus should be rejected?

In his recent work, Thomas McCarthy grapples with these ques-
tions. McCarthy argues that, like all Enlightenment ideals, the idea 
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of historical development is “inherently ambivalent in character, 
both indispensable and dangerous,” and that it can and must be sub-
jected to an “ongoing deconstruction and reconstruction.” While 
I find much to admire in McCarthy’s subtle analysis of the ambiva-
lences and complexities of the ideas of progress and development, 
I want to raise some questions at the outset about whether and 
in what sense the ideas of historical progress and development—
including the conceptions of progress as an imperative and of devel-
opment as a “fact,” both of which McCarthy defends—could be con-
sidered indispensable for critical theory. One of the major aims 
of this book is to show that critical theorists can and should get by 
with a much more limited forward-looking notion of moral-political  
progress as an imperative, one that has been disentangled from 
the deeply problematic notion of progress as a “fact” and that rests 
on a thoroughly contextualist conception of normativity. Indeed, 
I shall argue that only by problematizing the idea of progress as a 
historical “fact” can critical theorists decolonize critical theory and 
thereby make possible moral-political progress in the future. This is 
how I propose to take up Adorno’s suggestion that progress occurs 
where it comes to an end.

By contrast, McCarthy, while acknowledging the political objec-
tion to the idea of progress outlined above, and while admitting 
that a critical theory of development and progress “has to remain 
aware of the horrors historically perpetuated in the name of human 
development,” nevertheless concludes that we can not “deny the 
evident advance of human learning in numerous domains and the 
enhancement of our capacity to cope with a variety of problems” 
(RED, 233). Moreover, in stark contrast to Latour’s claim that we 
have never been modern, McCarthy maintains that we are all mod-
erns now—in the sense that, culturally speaking, posttraditional 
forms of hyperreflexivity are “practically unavoidable presuppo-
sitions of contemporary discourse” (RED, 156) and that, socially 
speaking, certain modern institutions, such as capitalist markets 
and systems of positive law, are functionally unavoidable (RED, 
158). On this view, no one faces the choice of whether or not to 
modernize; the choice that we face now is which forms and features 
of modernity to develop further. The range of possible “alterna-
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tive” or “multiple” modernities is constrained in advance by these  
cultural and social “facts” of global modernity: the functional 
unavoidability of capitalism and positive law and the practical 
unavoidability of the presuppositions of contemporary discourse. 
This means that “a global discourse of modernity carried on at a 
critical-reflective level simultaneously opens up an inexhaustible, 
ever-shifting horizon of possibilities for reasonable disagreement” (RED, 
160) over “what is progressive and what is regressive in capitalist 
modernization” (RED, 162). If all participants in such a debate are to 
be treated equally, then any and all cognitive and evaluative claims 
about culture and society will have to be essentially contestable. In 
particular, any and all claims to specify the end point of develop-
ment or of history will be subject to ongoing contestation and cri-
tique for, as McCarthy puts it, “it certainly makes good sense to 
doubt that modernity as it has developed in the West and through 
its relations with the rest of the world is a perfect ending to the 
story of human development” (RED, 165).

McCarthy’s response to the political objection also suggests a 
potential response to the epistemological one, for responding effec-
tively to this problem requires us to understand the normative sta-
tus of the resources handed down by our tradition in a more mod-
est and contextualist way than, for example, Habermas tends to do, 
with his stronger notion of context-transcendence. As McCarthy is 
fond of insisting, we have to start from where we are (where else 
could we start?) and this means, at least, that we have to draw on 
our existing normative standards (what other standards could we 
use?). For those of us situated in the context of late modernity, 
those resources include Enlightenment notions of freedom, auton-
omy, reflexivity, inclusiveness, and equality. Of course, once we 
acknowledge, as we must, that traditions or forms of life are not 
closed but instead open and interconnected, then we don’t have to 
think of ourselves as limited to these particular resources, nor are 
we permitted to think of them as uniquely “ours,” as if no one else 
can make use of them. As McCarthy puts it,

learning how best to be modern in a world in which “we are now 
all moderns” will require going beyond Eurocentric modernity by 
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going forward, that is, by superseding it both in theory and in  
practice. While universalism certainly does not become superfluous 
in such a setting, it entails intercultural discussion and negotiation 
of the universals we have to bring into play in shaping our common 
human lives, ongoing contestation of their meaning in practice.

(RED, 165)

By offering responses to the political and epistemological chal-
lenges posed by postcolonial theory to critical theory’s reliance on 
ideas of historical progress and development, McCarthy’s work sug-
gests a possible path for decolonizing critical theory. And yet, I want 
to argue that his work does not go far enough, since new versions 
of the political and epistemological challenges to the idea of prog-
ress as a “fact” can be posed even to McCarthy’s much more mod-
est and chastened formulation of it. For even if McCarthy defends 
the idea of progress as a “fact” in a more chastened way, acknowl-
edging the ideological misuses of the concept, and in a more con-
textualist form, acknowledging the essential contestedness of any 
and all claims about what counts as progress or development, he 
nonetheless preserves certain problematic elements of this idea. 
This is evident, for example, in his formulation of the “fact” of cul-
tural modernity, according to which there is no viable alternative to 
the hyperreflexivity of modern forms of discourse. “One can argue 
against these basic features of posttraditional culture [such as 
hyperreflexivity],” McCarthy writes, “only by drawing upon them; 
and this is a good indication that they are practically unavoidable 
presuppositions of contemporary discourse” (RED, 156). Similarly, 
he contends that “we are constrained, on pain of incoherence, to 
regard any worldview which remains largely untouched by the 
second, historicist enlightenment—that is, which does not reflec-
tively comprehend itself as one possible interpretation of the world 
among many others—as deficient in that respect, as not evincing 
adequate awareness of something that we know to be the case” 
(RED, 156). In other words, critics of modernity have no choice but 
to tacitly acknowledge the superiority of posttraditional forms of 
discourse even in the process of trying to call them into question, 
and “we” have no choice but to judge traditional forms of life to be 
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inadequate and inferior to ours insofar as they do not regard them-
selves as simply one point of view among others. As Tully argues 
and as I will discus further with respect to Habermas in chapter 2, 
the problem with this kind of “neo-Kantian imperialism” is that it 
“cannot approach another people’s way of life as an alternative hori-
zon, thereby throwing their own into question and experiencing 
human finitude and plurality, the beginning of insight and cross-
cultural understanding.”

To be sure, McCarthy acknowledges that macrolevel narratives of 
historical development and progress are never value-neutral and are 
always told from a particular point of view; hence any and all claims 
to their value-neutrality should be met with suspicion. Because 
that point of view has up to now primarily been a Western one, 
it is no surprise that most stories of historical development and 
progress have turned out, upon further reflection, to be Eurocen-
tric. The antidote for such Eurocentrism is, McCarthy argues, “not 
merely gathering more data but further opening the discourse of 
modernity to non-Western voices” (RED, 225). And in fact, McCar-
thy continues, this process is already underway, with the emergence 
of postcolonial voices in the global discourse of modernity, and the 
decentering effects of such an opening are starting to make them-
selves felt. However, on the other hand, McCarthy insists, contra 
some postcolonial theorists, that “the theory and practice of devel-
opment cannot simply be abandoned in favor of some postdevel-
opmental thinking of difference. Not only do the facts of cultural 
and societal modernity weigh theoretically against that, but the 
pressing need for organized collective action on behalf of the poor-
est and most vulnerable societies also make it practically objection-
able” (RED, 226).

Note that what McCarthy calls for here is not organized collec-
tive action on the part of or even in solidarity with the members of 
the poorest and most vulnerable societies, but rather action on their 
behalf. This is a telling moment, indicative of the extent to which 
McCarthy, notwithstanding his extremely laudable attempt to 
frame a genuinely open and open-ended intercultural dialogue on 
the costs and benefits of capitalist modernization, ends up recapit-
ulating certain features of Kantian-style liberal imperialism. One 
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also hears here distinct echoes of Marx, who while politically quite 
distinct from Kant nevertheless shared his broadly speaking devel-
opmentalist understanding of history, and who once wrote of the 
small peasants that “they cannot represent themselves, they must 
be represented.”

Moreover, McCarthy’s claim that we are all moderns now under-
girds his reliance on the “multiple modernities” paradigm, which 
was introduced in an attempt to overcome the Eurocentrism of pre-
vious conceptions of modernity. However, as Bhambra has argued, 
and as I will discuss in more detail in chapter 2, “theories of multiple 
modernity continue to rest on assumptions of an original moder-
nity of the West which others adapt, domesticate, or tropicalize. 
Their experiences make no difference to the pre-existing universals.” 
There is a kind of all roads lead to the same end logic to McCarthy’s 
talk of multiple modernities, even if he grants that societies take 
different paths along the way and instantiate capitalist economic 
and democratic legal and political institutions in very different cul-
tural forms of life. Moreover, there is an assumption that openness 
to postcolonial difference requires mainly that the normative uni-
versals that were developed in European modernity must now be 
opened up to contestation by those who were previously excluded 
from them—but always, to be sure, on terms set by the demands of 
posttraditional, hyperreflexive, modern discourse.

What this account leaves out is the idea that a reciprocal elu-
cidation (to borrow James Tully’s felicitous phrase) between 
different traditions might require not only that we construe cer-
tain aspects of our own history as forms of sociocultural learning 
but also that we be willing to unlearn certain aspects of our own 
taken-for-granted point of view in order to engage in a genuinely 
open way with various participants in debates about global moder-
nity. As David Scott argued in his response to McCarthy’s book, 
even if it is true that we are all moderns now, in the sense that 
our lives are conditioned by the practical, discursive, normative, 
and institutional structures of a global modernity, it is not at all 
clear what follows from this normatively. From McCarthy’s point 
of view, what seems to follow is that we have no choice but to draw 
on the epistemic and normative resources supplied by the point 
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of view of modernity. Without denying this, Scott suggests that 
something else follows from it as well, namely, that “Europeans 
and Euro-Americans” have a responsibility to be willing to “unlearn 
the taken-for-granted privilege of their traditions and learn to 
think inside of the moral languages of their historical others.” 
Moreover, I would add that this openness to unlearning is properly 
understood not as a rejection of the reflexivity afforded to us by 
the epistemic and normative resources of modernity, but rather as 
a further elaboration of it.

For the task of unlearning, however, critical theory will need 
normative and conceptual resources other than those afforded 
by the left-Hegelian theory of historical progress and sociocul-
tural development as a “fact.” Such a theoretical project has, as 
I’ve already suggested and will argue at greater length in chap-
ters 2 and 3, a tendency toward self-congratulation that remains 
even after it has acknowledged the contingency and fragility of 
the achievements of its own posttraditional, Euro-modern form 
of life and even once it has opened itself up to contestation (on 
terms set by itself) with its “others.” The proper antidote for such 
a tendency to self-congratulation is, I suggest, an alternative way 
of thinking about history in relation to normativity, an alternative 
represented by a distinctive understanding of genealogy as critical 
theory. For, as I shall argue in more detail in chapter 5, building 
on the work of Colin Koopman, a genealogy that aims neither 
at the subversion or debunking nor at the vindication or defense 
of our normative point of view, but rather more ambivalently at 
its critical problematization, is an important tool for this kind of 
unlearning. Although McCarthy too argues that genealogy has an 
important role to play in critical theory, he conceives of this role 
in an overly circumscribed way. For McCarthy, genealogy, which 
he equates with subversive genealogy, represents a “metacritical” 
moment of critique by means of which “past and present forms of 
‘existing reason’ have to be ongoingly interrogated with regard to 
the elements of power invested in them” (RED, 14). For McCar-
thy, genealogy’s restricted focus on “historical and contemporary 
forms of existing reason” as distinct from the context-transcendent 
reconstruction of the values, ideals, and principles embedded in a 
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discourse-ethical conception of practical reason suggests that the 
relevance of genealogy is relegated to the empirical domain (RED, 
14). In later chapters, drawing on Foucault and Adorno, I present 
an alternative conception of genealogy, according to which gene-
alogy is not merely subversive but problematizing, which means 
that it contains both subversive and vindicatory moments but that 
its aim is neither merely to subvert nor to vindicate but rather to 
problematize. I further argue that the proper scope of genealogy 
includes not only the empirical applications of our normative ide-
als and conceptions of reason but also the kinds of epistemic vio-
lence contained within those normative ideals and conceptions of 
reason themselves. However, in a further reflexive twist, I contend 
that this problematizing mode of genealogy plays an important 
role in realizing the kind of genuine respect for and openness to 
the Other that would allow us to move beyond progressive, devel-
opmentalist conceptions of history and hence to decolonize criti-
cal theory from within.

Insofar as problematizing genealogy represents an alterna-
tive to progressive readings of history, adopting it as a method 
for doing critical theory requires us to give up on this backward- 
looking conception of progress as a large-scale, macrolevel narra-
tive about historical learning or sociocultural development. This 
does not mean that any and all backward-looking claims about 
progress in some specific context or local domain are thereby 
undermined. In order to make judgments about progress, histori-
cal or otherwise, all that one needs is a standard or benchmark 
against which progress is to be measured; thus, it is perfectly 
compatible with this approach to thinking about history that we 
could continue to make such judgments with respect to particular 
events or political transformations. In other words, the issue here 
is not so much about specific claims vis-à-vis progress in particu-
lar domains but rather about how claims to broad-based historical 
learning and sociocultural development serve to underwrite the 
normative perspective of certain approaches to critical theory. 
One can reject the latter while still admitting the possibility of 
the former; in other words, one can reject the idea of historical 
progress as a “fact” and the role that this idea plays in securing the  
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normative perspective of critique while still admitting that in 
certain specific cases or domains it makes sense to say that there 
has been progress in history, by which I mean progress in a specific 
domain as judged by standards that are themselves historically and 
contextually grounded. However, in general I think that we should 
be cautious about even such local and contextually grounded 
claims precisely because the seductions of self-congratulation can 
be so difficult to resist and so dangerous for critical theory. Indeed, 
I would suggest that the pressing need to avoid such seductions is 
precisely what makes a problematizing genealogical approach to 
history so valuable for critical theory. Such an approach shares the 
sense that, as Samuel Moyn puts it, “the past is more useful for 
challenging rather than confirming our certainties.”

Nor does rejecting the backward-looking notion of progress as a 
“fact” mean that we have to give up on the forward-looking notion 
of progress as a moral-political imperative. The trick here is disen-
tangling the latter from the former. As I have already indicated, I 
will draw on Adorno’s idea that progress occurs where it comes to 
an end to think through this disentanglement. Somewhat paradoxi-
cally, perhaps, I also follow Adorno in claiming that disentangling 
the forward- from the backward-looking conception of progress is 
required if we are to live up to the normative inheritance of moder-
nity, particularly to its notions of freedom, inclusion, and equal 
moral respect. Although this might seem to suggest that I end up 
falling back on the assumption that European modernity is uniquely 
tolerant, open-minded, and respectful of other cultures, and thus in 
that sense that it is in fact “superior” to pre- or nonmodern cultures, 
I understand Adorno’s lesson differently. The normative point of 
genealogical problematization, as I see it, is to compel us to adopt 
a stance of modesty or humility, not one of superiority, toward our 
own moral certainties.

Insofar as the conception of progress as a “fact” is doing impor-
tant philosophical work for critical theory by grounding its nor-
mative claims, substituting a problematizing genealogy for a pro-
gressive, developmental reading of history will also require us to 
adopt a different approach to the question of normative ground-
ing. If we accept the idea that critical theory is an immanent and  
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reconstructive project that draws its normative content from within 
existing social reality, and if we reject Habermas’s and Honneth’s 
Hegelian strategy for affirming this stance while avoiding founda-
tionalism, then we are left with the option of developing a more 
contextualist metanormative position. However, accepting a con-
textualist moral epistemology does not leave us mired in a sub-
stantive or first-order moral-political relativism. On the contrary, 
metanormative contextualism is perfectly compatible with the kind 
of moral-political universalism that Habermas and others hold so 
dear. In other words, the normative principles and ideals on which 
we rely in our judgments about what could or would count as prog-
ress in the future may rest on a contingent foundation, but they are 
no less powerful for that. Or, at least, so I shall argue.

OU TLINE OF T HE BOOK

In chapter 2 I consider in detail the role that the idea of histori-
cal progress plays in grounding normativity for Habermas. Against 
those who read Habermas as neo-Kantian constructivist, I read 
him as a neo-Hegelian reconstructivist, by uncovering the role that 
Habermas’s theories of social evolution and of modernity play in 
grounding and justifying his later work in discourse ethics. Once 
this connection has been uncovered, it becomes clear why the 
charge of Eurocentrism emerges in such a seemingly intractable 
form for Habermas. I also discuss his various attempts to respond 
to this charge, particularly through an engagement with his recent 
work on multiple modernities and on the idea of postsecular rea-
son. Habermas’s quasi-Hegelian strategy for grounding his dis-
course ethics also raises difficult questions about whether he can 
maintain his metanormative position without either appealing 
to foundationalism or collapsing into the contextualism that he 
strives so strenuously to avoid.

My critique of Habermas in chapter 2 suggests two possible 
strategies for critical theorists in thinking about the relationship 
between normativity and history. The first strategy is to double 
down on the historicist strand of Habermas’s thinking to embrace a 
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more consistently contextualist account of normativity; the second 
is to avoid the dangers of historical and normative contextualism 
by taking a constructivist route for grounding normativity. In chap-
ters 3 and 4 I present the recent work of Axel Honneth and Rainer 
Forst as exemplifying these two strategies, respectively. The danger 
of Honneth’s version of the first strategy is that it tends toward 
a defense of the (informally imperialist) status quo; the danger of 
Forst’s strategy is that it secures its grounding of normativity in a 
“freestanding” conception of practical reason that not only stands 
in need of decolonizing but also sacrifices the methodological dis-
tinctiveness of critical theory.

In chapter 5 I then turn to Adorno and to Foucault to construct 
an alternative framework for thinking through the relationship 
between history and normativity. I read both Adorno and Foucault 
as attempting to historicize and to problematize the very notion of 
History—the historicist, Hegelian notion of historical progress—
upon which contemporary critical theorists such as Habermas and 
Honneth still implicitly or explicitly rely. The aim of this problema-
tization is to theorize the possibility of moving beyond (or, perhaps 
it is better to say, outside of) this conception of history. Thus, I find 
in Adorno and Foucault indispensible methodological tools for the 
kind of problematization of History that is crucially needed if criti-
cal theory is to be decolonized.

In the final chapter, I conclude the book by offering some further 
reflections on metanormative contextualism, including consider-
ations of how this contextualism transforms our understandings 
of practical reason and normative justification while avoiding first-
order moral or political relativism. This enables us to see not only 
how the normative foundations of critical theory might be decolo-
nized, but also how post- and decolonial theory might be critical-
ized through the articulation of a contextualist but nonrelativistic 
account of progress as a moral-political imperative.

This book attempts to weave three strands of argument together, 
each strand focusing on a different concept: progress, normativity, 
and decolonization. At different times throughout the book, one 
strand moves to the foreground while the others recede to the  
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background. But I ask the reader to keep in mind throughout that 
the three strands are interwoven in the following way: critical theory 
stands in need of decolonization insofar as its strategy for ground-
ing normativity relies on the notion of historical progress; thus, 
if critical theory is to be decolonized, it will have to find another 
strategy for grounding normativity and another way of thinking  
about progress.



2
From Social Evolution to Multiple Modernities

h i s t o ry  a n d  n o r m at i v i t y  i n  h a b e r m a s

It is widely recognized that a—if not the—central aim of Haber-
mas’s work over the last fifty years has been to put critical social 
theory on a secure normative footing. Mindful of what he saw as 
the failure of the first generation of the Frankfurt School to ground 
its own normative perspective, Habermas set himself the ambitious 
aim of developing a critical social theory that could, as he put it in 
the preface to his magnum opus, The Theory of Communicative Action, 
“validate its own critical standards” (TCA1, xli). And yet, despite 
the centrality of this goal, Habermas’s strategy for grounding nor-
mativity remains unclear and open to conflicting interpretations. 
As Seyla Benhabib has noted, a series of “normative puzzles” have 
perplexed an entire generation of Habermas scholars, including the 
following: “What is the relationship of universal pragmatics to the 
‘ideal speech situation’? Of the ideal speech situation to commu-
nicative ethics? Is communicative ethics a theory of justice, a the-
ory of universalist morality or rather, a meta-theory of normative 
justification?” To this list of puzzles, we might add the following 
related set of puzzles that are central to the argument of this book: 
What is the relationship between Habermas’s universal- or formal- 
pragmatic analyses of language and discourse, on the one hand, and 
his theory of modernity as the outcome of a process of social evo-
lution, on the other hand? Does the former provide justificatory  
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support for the latter, or vice versa? Or do formal pragmatics and 
the theory of modernity provide mutual support for each other?

Equally unclear and contested is Habermas’s stance toward the 
project of philosophy of history. For example, Habermas claims in 
the conclusion to The Theory of Communicative Action that his work 
constitutes an alternative to the Marxist philosophy of history pre-
supposed by first-generation critical theorists (TCA2, 396–97). Crit-
ics such as John McCormick have taken Habermas at his word here 
and claimed that he “professes to be completely free of philosophy 
of history altogether.” And yet, as other commentators have noted, 
there is a sense in which a modified understanding of the project of 
philosophy of history—what McCarthy calls, in his introduction to 
Habermas’s Communication and the Evolution of Society, an “empiri-
cal philosophy of history with practical (political) intent” (CES, 
ix)—plays a crucial role in Habermas’s argument. When Habermas 
says that he is offering an alternative to the philosophy of history, 
it is important to keep in mind that he is referring to a particular 
version of philosophy of history, namely, to a theory of history that 
presumes a metaphysical, teleological, and necessary progression 
of a unified historical subject. Just to be perfectly clear: Habermas 
does not and never has practiced philosophy of history in this sense, and 
I am not saying that he has. And yet, a pragmatic, postmetaphysi-
cal, and deflationary but nonetheless progressive understanding of 
history plays a crucial role in Habermas’s critical theory and, as I 
will argue, particularly in relation to his account of normativity. The 
key here is Habermas’s ongoing commitment to a theory of social 
evolution that positions “modernity” as the outcome of a process 
of moral-practical learning. Even if Habermas has left behind many 
of the trappings of traditional philosophy of history, his theory 
of social evolution nonetheless commits him to the idea that has 
always been central to that project: the idea of historical progress. 
The remainder of this chapter will attempt to spell out how, in what 
sense, and to what extent he is so committed, and also to explore 
some of the implications of that commitment.

For the purposes of this book, the most important implication of 
Habermas’s ongoing commitment to ideas of social evolution and 
modernity as progress is the problem of Eurocentrism, which thus 
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turns out to be closely related to the normative puzzles that I just 
sketched. Indeed, I want to suggest that the problem of Eurocen-
trism continually plagues Habermas not merely because he just so 
happens to be a staunch defender of the ideals forged in the European 
Enlightenment, but also because the theory of social evolution—
along with the theory of modernity to which it gives rise—plays a 
crucial role in validating the critical standards of Habermasian criti-
cal theory. In other words, the vestigial commitment to a progres-
sive reading of history that Habermas retains from more traditional 
approaches to the philosophy of history is neither incidental nor 
peripheral to his theory: rather, it is a central metanormative, theo-
retical commitment. In conjunction with the theory of formal prag-
matics, the theories of social evolution and of modernity do real 
work in grounding his normative project. And this fact, more than 
anything else, explains why the problem of Eurocentrism emerges 
in such a seemingly intractable form in Habermas’s work. The fact 
that the theories of social evolution, modernity, and progress are 
doing real work in grounding the normativity of Habermasian criti-
cal theory means that there is only so far that he can go in rethink-
ing or revising those theories in response to postcolonial critiques 
of the colonial and informally imperialist logics of such theories. In 
recent years, Habermas has attempted such a rethinking by adopt-
ing the multiple modernities paradigm developed in sociology by 
Shmuel Eisenstadt. Although this is in many ways a positive step, 
it does not, in my view, go far enough.

This chapter thus turns around two axes: it both addresses the 
normativity puzzle in Habermas’s work and shows how Haber-
mas’s chosen strategy for addressing that puzzle leaves him vulner-
able to postcolonial critics who charge him with Eurocentrism and 
informal imperialism. The thread that connects these two strands 
of argument is the role that a nontraditional but still progressive 
philosophy of history—represented in Habermas’s work by his 
theory of social evolution and his closely related theory of moder-
nity—plays in grounding normativity for Habermas. With respect 
to the normativity puzzle, and against those who read him as a neo- 
Kantian constructivist, I read him as a neo-Hegelian reconstructiv-
ist, in the sense that the developmental story about modernity as 
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the result of a historical learning process at the very least plays a 
crucial role in Habermas’s attempts to validate his own critical stan-
dards. In the final section of this chapter, I critically assess Haber-
mas’s repeated attempts to respond to the charges of Eurocentrism 
that this developmental story invites, particularly through his 
recent work on multiple modernities, and find them wanting.

T HE L A ST MAR XI ST ? SOCIAL EVOLU T ION AND T HE 
RECON STRUCT ION OF HI STORIC AL M AT ER IALI SM

In a discussion in 1989 of the English translation of his book The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas makes 
what may well strike contemporary readers as a surprising claim: “I 
do think that I have been a reformist all my life, and maybe I have 
become a bit more so in recent years. Nevertheless, I mostly feel 
I am the last Marxist.” This claim seems especially surprising in 
light of the growing lament in recent years that Habermas, as well 
as, following him, much work in contemporary critical theory, has 
given up entirely on the Marxist project of critiquing capitalism. 
There is a widespread sense that Habermas has long since moved so 
far away from the political radicalism that marked his early work 
that his position has now passed reformism—let alone radical 
reformism—and settled into resignation. But if Habermas has 
in fact largely given up on the project of critiquing capitalism, hav-
ing resigned himself to the lack of viable alternatives, then in what 
sense could he take himself to be the last Marxist?

The context for this claim helps to reveal the answer to this ques-
tion. Habermas makes this claim in response to a question from 
Nancy Fraser about the contrast between the emancipatory vision 
outlined at the end of The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere, which called, among other things, for a democratization of 
the economic sphere, and the less critical stance toward capitalism 
laid out in his work of the late 1980s, which held that capitalist mar-
kets and state bureaucracies are necessary features of social life in 
complex societies, and that the best we can hope for is a critical 
public sphere that serves as a check on their growth and influence. 
Fraser asks Habermas whether capitalism is in fact compatible with 
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the idea of a genuinely nonexclusionary and democratic public 
sphere. In response, Habermas effectively accuses Fraser of being 
a utopian socialist, rejecting her implicit appeal to the possibility 
of a wholesale revolutionary overthrow of capitalism as naïve and 
romantic. Habermas’s inheritance of Marx is, in his view, tied to his 
reformism; like Marx, who was also critical of the utopian social-
ists of his own time, Habermas understands the critical task not 
as that of proposing an ideal vision for society but rather as one of 
diagnosing and building upon existing historical possibilities.

In other words, Habermas’s response highlights the specific 
sense in which he considers himself to be the last Marxist, and it 
has less to do with the critique of capitalism than it does with his 
appropriation of Marx’s historical methodology, that is to say, with 
what Habermas once called the reconstruction of historical materi-
alism. In this context, reconstruction refers to a theoretical proj-
ect that aims at “taking a theory apart and putting it back together 
again in a new form in order to attain more fully the goal it has 
set for itself” (CES, 95). Habermas’s work from the 1950s through 
the 1970s was devoted largely to the reconstructive task of taking 
Marx’s theory of historical materialism apart and putting it back 
together so that it could more fully attain its own goals. Through 
the 1970s, this took the form of the development of a theory of 
social evolution. As I shall argue, Habermas can still be understood 
as faithful to the legacy of Marx in this specific sense, even though 
the role that his reconstruction of historical materialism plays in 
his work after the 1970s—and, in particular, in relationship to his 
theory of communicative action and his discourse ethics—remains 
to be clarified. I will address these issues in the next two sections of 
this chapter.

Before turning to that task, in this section, I discuss Habermas’s 
early attempts to reconstruct historical materialism in his work of 
the 1970s. Only once we have spelled out this aspect of Habermas’s 
work will we be in a position to understand the role that ideas of 
historical progress—specifically, notions of learning processes, 
social evolution, and modernization—play in his overall project.

Two aspects of Habermas’s early attempt to develop what McCar-
thy calls an “empirical philosophy of history with practical (political)  
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intent” (CES, ix) are worth highlighting at the outset. The first is 
its empirical—as opposed to metaphysical—character. An empiri-
cal philosophy of history rejects the assumption of an ahistorical, 
hence metaphysical, goal that serves as a transcendent standard or 
benchmark against which claims of historical development or prog-
ress could be measured. The second is its practical, political intent. A 
practically oriented philosophy of history views the meaning or goal 
of history—its projected future—not as “a product of contempla-
tion or of scientific prediction but of a situationally engaged practi-
cal reason” (CES, x). Notice that these two features correspond to 
what I called in the previous chapter progress as a “fact”—albeit 
one that is grounded empirically rather than metaphysically—and 
progress as an imperative.

These two features help to explain why Habermas initially turns 
to Marx rather than to Hegel for his understanding of history. To 
be sure, as Habermas acknowledges, it was Hegel who first artic-
ulated the historicity of philosophical reason, and hence, it was 
Hegel who first articulated the deep, internal connection between 
philosophy and history. But Habermas finds Hegel’s account of the 
relationship between the philosophy of history and politics to be 
inconsistent. On the one hand, Hegel’s official position, articulated 
in the preface to the Philosophy of Right, is that “philosophy can-
not instruct the world about what it ought to be; it is solely reality 
which is reflected in its concepts, reality as it is. It cannot direct 
itself critically against this, but only against the abstractions which 
push themselves between reason become objective and our subjec-
tive consciousness” (TP, 178–179). And yet, on the other hand, in his 
political writings, Hegel often seemed to be instructing the world 
about what it ought to be. “The mere fact,” Habermas writes, “that 
Hegel wrote political polemics throws a particular light on the rela-
tion of his theory to praxis. For how can the intention of changing 
reality . . . be reconciled with a theory which must reject as vain any 
such claim?” (TP, 177).

Moreover, on Habermas’s reading, Hegel’s official position has 
the conservative aim of reconciling us with existing social and polit-
ical reality, as opposed to transforming it through practical-political 
means. In this way, Hegel remains overly bound to his own time 
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and context: “Hegel, too, in spite of his own claims, continues a 
particularism to which German philosophy owes its estrangement 
from the Western spirit. To overcome this was necessarily easier for 
a Rhenish Jew in exile in London, than for a Tübingen seminarian 
and Prussian official in Restoration Berlin” (TP, 194).

Marx’s philosophy of history not only overcomes the particu-
larism that plagues Hegel’s political philosophy, thereby preserv-
ing its critical, political edge, but also resists the Hegelian urge to 
understand history as a totality that can be philosophically compre-
hended from the point of view of the Absolute. As Habermas puts 
it, “The philosophy of history only divests itself of this absolute 
point of view, from which history is reflected philosophically as a 
totality, with the transformation of its dialectic into a materialistic 
one” (TP, 247). Marxist philosophy of history is both retrospective 
and prospective, that is, both backward- and forward-looking, but, 
for Marx, the forward-looking dimension has a specifically practi-
cal character: “The meaning of history as a whole is revealed theo-
retically to the degree to which mankind practically undertakes to 
make with will and consciousness that history which it has always 
made anyhow. In so doing, critique must comprehend itself as a moment 
within the situation which it is seeking to supercede” (TP, 248). In 
other words, critique that takes on board this Marxist understand-
ing of history must be thoroughly immanent; it cannot set itself 
outside of its own historical situation.

As Habermas reads it, Marx’s philosophy of history neverthe-
less shares two presuppositions with classical philosophy of his-
tory: that the history of the world is a unified story and that his-
tory can be made by human beings. Both of these assumptions 
are grounded in what Habermas calls the “objective tendencies” 
of European historical development in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries (TP, 250). The idea of global unity arose in the 
eighteenth century as European thinkers reflected upon their 
experiences of colonization, empire building, and the so-called 
civilizing religious mission. The idea that history can be made 
by human beings arose out of the ideas of rationality and auton-
omy that were central to the European Enlightenment. Hence, 
these two presuppositions of the philosophy of history have their  
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origins in what Habermas characterizes as the objective historical 
tendencies of European bourgeois society of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries; in this sense, the emergence of the second, 
historicist Enlightenment can be understood as bourgeois Euro-
pean society “attaining consciousness of itself” (TP, 250).

Moreover, Habermas argues, these objective historical tenden-
cies only grew stronger through the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Given the global social, economic, and political interconnect-
edness and interdependence brought about by “industrial society 
and its technically mediated commerce” (TP, 250)—what would now 
be placed under the heading of globalization—“particular histories 
have coalesced into the history of one world” (TP, 251). And the Cold 
War arms race confronted its contemporaries with the irony that 
we are capable of making our own history even as we remain inca-
pable of asserting control over it: “Thus the immanent presupposi-
tions of the philosophy of history have not by any means become 
invalid; on the contrary, it is only today that they have become true. 
That is why all the counterideologies, which allege that the way the 
philosophy of history poses the question is now outdated, must 
arouse a suspicion of escapism” (TP, 251).

At the same time, these objective historical tendencies enable 
us to call into question an assumption that classical philosophy of 
history takes over from theology: namely, the very idea of history 
as a totality. If global unity and the capacity to make history are 
themselves historical developments that have emerged relatively 
recently, then they cannot be made the premises of an understand-
ing of history as a whole: “Especially the materialistic philosophy of 
history should comprehend its presuppositions in terms of the con-
text of the epoch in which it emerged historically. It should incorpo-
rate critically into its self-consciousness the fact that the two cate-
gories—the unity of the world, and that history can be made—have 
only acquired their truth in history at a specific phase” (TP, 251). 
Although Marx himself never explicitly posed the epistemological 
question of the conditions of possibility of an empirical philoso-
phy of history with practical-political intent, through a reconstruc-
tion of Marx’s historical materialism, Habermas claims to be able to 
offer “an explanation of social evolution which is so comprehensive 
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that it embraces the interrelationships of the theory’s own origins 
and application” (TP, 1). The theory accomplishes this by specify-
ing the historical conditions under which reflection upon history 
became possible for us and came to be thought of as central to the 
project of critical theory. In this way, Habermas strives to situate 
his historically self-conscious critical theory historically, that is, in 
its own historical situation.

Habermas’s defense of the continued historical relevance of 
Marx’s theory of historical materialism notwithstanding, he identi-
fies three major shortcomings in Marx’s account: its overly narrow 
conception of historical development, its objectivism, and its lack 
of a clear normative foundation (CES, 96–98). Habermas proposes 
to overcome these shortcomings in part by drawing on the insights 
of the theory of communicative action that he was at that time 
beginning to develop.

Habermas finds Marx’s account overly narrow insofar as it con-
ceives of historical development solely in the dimension of the devel-
opment of productive forces, spurred by an increase in technical- 
scientific knowledge. Habermas thus proposes to broaden Marx’s 
understanding of historical development with the inclusion of an 
additional dimension: moral-practical development (see CES, 148). 
Hence, Habermas distinguishes between rationalization at the 
purposive-rational or strategic level, which is akin to the devel-
opment of productive forces that Marx identified as the motor 
of historical progress, and rationalization in the domain of com-
municative action, which Habermas considers to be equally if not 
more important for explaining social evolution (CES, 118). Moral-
practical development consists in part in a progressive decentration 
of worldviews and heightening of reflexivity: “In both dimensions 
[that is, individual ego development and social evolution], devel-
opment apparently leads to a growing decentration of interpretive 
systems and to an ever-clearer categorical demarcation of the sub-
jectivity of internal nature from the objectivity of external nature, 
as well as from the normativity of social reality and the intersubjec-
tivity of linguistic reality” (CES, 106). The progressive decentration 
of worldviews at both the individual and the social level is neces-
sary for the demanding form of communicative interaction that  
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Habermas calls discourse. Rationalization in the domain of com-
municative action also consists in

extirpating those relations of force that are inconspicuously set in 
the very structures of communication and that prevent conscious 
settlement of conflicts, and consensual regulation of conflicts, by 
means of intrapsychic as well as interpersonal communicative bar-
riers. Rationalization means overcoming such systematically dis-
torted communication in which the action-supporting consensus 
concerning the reciprocally raised validity claims  .  .  . can be sus-
tained in appearance only, that is, counter-factually.  .  .  . [Progress 
in this domain] cannot be measured against the choice of correct 
strategies, but rather against the intersubjectivity of understanding 
achieved without force, that is, against the expansion of the domain 
of consensual action together with the re-establishment of undis-
torted communication.                                                           (CES, 119–120)

In other words, moral-practical rationalization in the domain of 
communicative action consists in progressively working free of 
the power or force relations that distort communication—at both 
the intra- and intersubjective levels—and working toward the kind 
of undistorted communication that characterizes what Habermas 
would later call the idealizing presuppositions of discourse.

Regarding the charge of objectivism, Habermas notes that Marx’s 
philosophy of history shares a number of problematic presupposi-
tions with the traditional or classical philosophy of history that he 
attempts to move beyond. These include objectivistic assumptions 
about the “unilinear, necessary, uninterrupted, and progressive devel-
opment of a macrosubject” of world history (CES, 139). Habermas 
proposes a weaker version of the philosophy of history that jetti-
sons these objectivistic assumptions. In Habermas’s reconstruc-
tion, the macrosubject of world history is replaced by the idea that 
“the bearers of evolution are rather societies and the acting subjects 
integrated into them; social evolution can be discerned in those 
structures that are replaced by more comprehensive structures in 
accord with a pattern that is to be rationally reconstructed” (CES, 
140). While Habermas acknowledges that social systems can, in a 
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sense, “solve” problems that threaten their existence, they can only 
do this by “drawing on the learning capacities of social subjects” 
(CES, 154). Hence, “the evolutionary learning process of societies 
is dependent on the competences of the individuals that belong to 
them” (CES, 154).

With regard to objectivistic assumptions about the necessity, 
unilinearity, and uninterruptibility of historical development, 
Habermas attempts to address these problems by distinguishing 
between the logic and the dynamics of historical development. 
As he explains: “If we separate the logic from the dynamics of 
development—that is, the rationally reconstructible pattern of a 
hierarchy of more and more comprehensive structures from the 
processes through which the empirical substrates develop—then 
we need require of history neither unilinearity nor necessity, nei-
ther continuity nor irreversibility” (CES, 140). In other words, 
although Habermas maintains that we can rationally reconstruct 
a universal and invariant logic of developmental stages through 
which the process of social evolution moves, whether or not any 
individual society actually moves through those stages and, to a 
certain extent, just how particular societies undergo this process 
are historically contingent matters left up to the dynamics of his-
torical change. Hence, whether and at what time or pace individual 
societies will move through the various stages of historical devel-
opment depend on contingent processes that can be investigated 
empirically; there are multiple paths that can lead to the same 
developmental stage such that the dynamics of development are 
multilinear rather than unilinear; and, far from being uninter-
ruptible or irreversible, regressions in social evolution at the level 
of historical dynamics are always possible (German fascism serv-
ing as a prime example) (CES, 140–141).

The problem of normative foundations is closely related to ideas 
of historical progress or teleology. Habermas acknowledges that this 
is “the most controversial point,” and yet he maintains that “when 
we speak of evolution, we do in fact mean cumulative processes 
that exhibit a direction” (CES, 141). How, then, is the direction of 
historical progress to be determined? By means of what criterion 
do we judge a historical change to be progressive or regressive?  
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Lacking clear normative foundations, Marx was unable to answer 
such questions. Habermas, by contrast, argues that progress is 
measured in each of the two dimensions of historical development 
that he has specified—the development of productive forces and  
technical-scientific knowledge, on the one hand, and the develop-
ment of moral-practical knowledge, on the other hand—and in 
each case it is measured against the criterion of a universal validity 
claim—the truth of propositions, in the first case, and the right-
ness of norms, in the second case. “I would like, therefore,” Haber-
mas writes, “to defend the thesis that the criteria of social progress 
singled out by historical materialism as the development of produc-
tive forces and the maturity of forms of social intercourse can be 
systematically justified” (CES, 142).

But how exactly does this systematic justification go? Habermas 
sketches his answer by claiming that the theoretician of social evo-
lution is already implicitly committed to certain presuppositions:

The presupposition, for instance, that true propositions are prefer-
able to false ones, and that right (i.e., justifiable) norms are prefer-
able to wrong ones. For a living being that maintains itself in the 
structures of ordinary language communication, the validity basis of 
speech has the binding force of universal and unavoidable—in this 
sense transcendental—presuppositions. . . . If we are not free then 
to reject or to accept the validity claims bound up with the cognitive 
potential of the human species, it is senseless to want to “decide” for 
or against reason, for or against the expansion of the potential of 
reasoned action. For these reasons I do not regard the choice of the 
historical-materialist criterion of progress as arbitrary. The devel-
opment of productive forces, in conjunction with the maturity of 
the forms of social integration, means progress of learning ability in 
both dimensions: progress in objectivating knowledge and in moral-
practical insight.                                                                                (CES, 177)

The reference to the universal and unavoidable presuppositions of 
the validity basis of speech is to Habermas’s theory of universal 
pragmatics. This theory was introduced in the mid-1970s (see CES, 
1–68) and later formed a key component of the argument of The 
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Theory of Communicative Action (see TCA1, chap. 3). It continues to 
play a central role in Habermas’s more recent work, since his dis-
course ethics can be understood as a systematic attempt to clarify 
the presuppositions involved in one of the three forms of discourse 
that are analyzed by universal pragmatics, namely, moral-practical 
discourse. The passage just quoted seems to suggest that universal 
pragmatics provides the justification or the criterion for the general 
claims about historical progress made in the theory of social evolu-
tion; this, in turn, suggests that Habermas’s formal-pragmatic anal-
ysis of moral-practical discourses, which culminates in his discourse 
ethics, provides the justificatory basis for judgments of progress in 
the moral-practical realm. However, a closer examination of Haber-
mas’s theory of universal pragmatics and the role that it plays in his 
overall social theory, offered in the next section, reveals the situa-
tion to be much more complicated than this.

Before I get to that, however, allow me to recap a few important 
points. First, even though Habermas acknowledges that European 
colonialism, imperialism, and the so-called civilizing mission serve 
as objective historical tendencies for the development of Marx’s 
philosophy of history, he does not see this as reason to question the 
possible Eurocentric biases of that theory. From the point of view 
of post- or decolonial theory, this seems like a rather large lacuna in 
Habermas’s otherwise subtly historicized reading of Marx’s theory 
of history. Second, even as Habermas jettisons the metaphysical 
trappings of the traditional philosophy of history—its objectivis-
tic assumptions about the necessity, unilinearity, and uninterrupt-
ibility of historical progress—he retains what is arguably its most 
controversial core: namely, the idea of historical progress itself and 
the assumption that European modernity can and should be under-
stood as the result of a process of progressive historical develop-
ment. These moves open him up to the frequently leveled charge 
of Eurocentrism. Third, and finally, although Habermas adopts cer-
tain formal features of Marx’s philosophy of history, particularly 
its practical, political character, he nonetheless views Marx’s his-
torical materialism as normatively deficient, in two senses. Marx 
not only lacks a clear delineation between technical-scientific and 
moral-practical progress; he also lacks a clear normative grounding  
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for judgments of the latter sort. As I have already indicated, address-
ing this normative deficit is a central aim of The Theory of Commu-
nicative Action.

MODERNI T Y AND NORM AT IVI T Y IN T HE  
T HEORY OF COMMUNIC AT I V E AC T ION

The question of the relationship between formal-universal prag-
matics and the theory of modernity is central to Habermas’s 
Theory of Communicative Action, specifically, to whether and if so 
how that text accomplishes its stated aim of producing a critical 
theory that validates its own critical standards. In order to illu-
minate this question, I devote the bulk of this section to the dif-
ficult and complex task of reconstructing the overall argument of 
volume 1 of The Theory of Communicative Action, since this volume 
grounds the normative perspective of the critical theory that is 
then fleshed out in volume 2. But the basic problem can already be 
sketched out rather simply. At first glance, as we saw at the end of 
the previous section, Habermas’s theory of universal pragmatics 
looks as if it serves to ground his normative position. As Habermas 
states in his initial formulation of universal pragmatics, the theory 
aspires to “identify and reconstruct universal conditions of pos-
sible understanding” (CES, 1). It asserts that there is a universal 
core to communicative competence, and that this core involves the 
differentiation of three distinct validity claims—claims to truth, 
to normative rightness/appropriateness, and to sincerity—and 
of three distinct world-relations—to the objective, intersubjec-
tive, and subjective worlds, respectively. Every utterance raises 
at least one of the three validity claims; in fact, most utterances 
will raise all three claims simultaneously, and communicative com-
petence further consists in the ability to thematize the specific 
validity claims raised in a particular utterance and, when neces-
sary, to defend those validity claims with reasons. For Habermas, 
understanding an utterance requires understanding and taking a 
yes-no position on the reasons that might be adduced to support 
the validity claims that are implicitly raised therein; hence, there 
is an unavoidable validity basis to communicative speech. On one 
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reading of Habermas’s project, this internal connection between 
understanding and validity is the source of normativity for Haber-
mas. The link between understanding an utterance and coming 
to an understanding using language serves as the basis for his 
account of communicative rationality as a process of adjudicating 
the validity of claims to truth or normative rightness.

Habermas himself suggests this way of understanding his proj-
ect when he claims, in the conclusion to The Theory of Communica-
tive Action, that this theory offers an analysis that “to begin with, 
proceeds reconstructively, that is, unhistorically. It describes struc-
tures of action and structures of mutual understanding that are 
found in the intuitive knowledge of competent members of modern 
societies” (TCA2, 383).

However, this way of understanding Habermas’s project over-
looks the simple fact that the methodology of rational reconstruc-
tion proceeds by way of a systematic reconstruction of the intuitive 
knowledge of a very specific group of people, namely, “competent 
members of modern societies,” where “competent” means adult 
subjects who have learned to differentiate the three validity claims 
and have mastered the three-world structure of communication. 
As Habermas himself puts this point: “Our formal-pragmatic 
description of the general structure of speech acts has to draw on 
the pretheoretical knowledge of speakers who belong to a modern 
and—in a sense still to be explained more precisely—rationalized 
lifeworld” (TCA2, 77). As Titus Stahl points out, the normative 
potentials that are unearthed by this type of reconstructive analysis 
“are neither historically invariant nor transcendentally given.” In 
what sense, then, can they be taken to be universal? The answer is 
that they represent the implicit telos toward which language univer-
sally aims, insofar as it functions as a medium of communication. 
In this way, the normative potentials built into the communica-
tive use of language should be understood as universal in a specifi-
cally Hegelian sense: they are first not in the order of existence but 
rather in the order of explanation. But this assumption raises two 
related questions: First, why are these particular capabilities taken 
to be the telos at which communication aims, as opposed to, say, a 
historically contingent set of linguistic practices? Second, why are 
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only those speakers who have mastered these communicative func-
tions taken to be competent? If universal pragmatics were to offer 
an independent, strongly transcendental account of the normative 
potentials that are necessarily and unavoidably built into commu-
nication, such that something would not count as an instance of 
communication unless it conformed to the rules uncovered by uni-
versal pragmatics, then it could serve to justify these claims. But 
since universal pragmatics itself rests on the prior assumption that 
modern, posttraditional structures of communication and postcon-
ventional forms of identity are superior to premodern, traditional 
ones, that is, that they more fully realize the inherent telos of lan-
guage as a medium of communication, the theory cannot play this 
justificatory role. As McCarthy notes, the problem of ethno- or 
Eurocentrism already emerges here, since Habermas is implicitly 
working with “a conception of the end point of the history of rea-
son” that privileges a Western point of view.

To state the problem even more succinctly, the central aim of 
Habermas’s work is to put critical theory on a secure normative 
footing. His account of formal or universal pragmatics—insofar as 
it picks out the normative potentials inherent in the communicative 
use of language—might be taken to provide the necessary norma-
tive grounding by providing the criteria on the basis of which differ-
ent worldviews or lifeworld structures can be evaluated. And yet, 
insofar as universal pragmatics reconstructs the intuitive, pretheo-
retical knowledge of subjects who are deemed competent insofar as 
they have mastered the specific use of language required by moder-
nity, it already presupposes a certain conception of social evolution 
or historical progress. The question is, what serves as the basis for 
this presupposition? Formal pragmatics cannot play this role since 
this would beg the question of why the norms embedded in mod-
ern lifeworlds deserve to be followed. If formal pragmatics does not 
provide the justificatory basis for the theory of social evolution, 
then could the latter provide the justificatory basis for the former? 
Or are the two theories supposed to be mutually reinforcing?

These are questions that go right to the heart of the argument of 
The Theory of Communicative Action. As mentioned above, the stated 
aim of that work is to produce a critical theory that validates its own 
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critical standards. And yet the structure of the argument that is sup-
posed to accomplish this is difficult to discern. What is most striking 
about the structure of the book is the way that Habermas toggles 
back and forth between formal-pragmatic and empirical-historical 
considerations. Habermas begins with a preliminary specification 
of the concept of rationality. Central to this concept are the ideas of 
susceptibility to criticism and grounding with reasons: “The ratio-
nality inherent in [communicative] practice is seen in the fact that 
a communicatively achieved agreement must be based in the end on 
reasons. And the rationality of those who participate in this commu-
nicative practice is determined by whether, if necessary, they could, 
under suitable circumstances, provide reasons for their expressions” 
(TCA1, 17). This leads Habermas to sketch out a theory of argumen-
tation, since argumentation serves as a “court of appeal” that allows 
us to continue communicative action in cases of disagreement over 
the reasons for actors’ utterances, by shifting to the more demand-
ing level of discourse—theoretical discourse for the adjudication 
of truth claims, practical discourse for the adjudication of norma-
tive claims. In this context, Habermas notes that his controversial 
proposal of the ideal speech situation “may be unsatisfactory in its 
details” but that he is still committed to its central aim, namely

to reconstruct the general symmetry conditions that every compe-
tent speaker must presuppose are sufficiently satisfied insofar as 
he intends to enter into argumentation at all. Participants in argu-
mentation have to presuppose in general that the structure of their 
communication, by virtue of features that can be described in purely 
formal terms, excludes all force—whether it arises from within the 
process of reaching understanding itself or influences it from the 
outside—except the force of the better argument (and thus that it 
also excludes, on their part, all motives except that of a cooperative 
search for the truth). From this perspective argumentation can be 
conceived as a reflective continuation, with different means, of action 
oriented to reaching understanding.                                                 (TCA1, 25)

After sketching out this conception of communicative rationality 
as a process of asking for and giving reasons in defense of the validity  
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claims that are unavoidably raised in communicative utterances, 
Habermas admits that this preliminary specification is grounded 
in a particular point of view, inasmuch as it reflects the preunder-
standing of a modern subject. Claiming universality for this con-
ception of rationality thus involves claiming universality for our 
modern, Occidental understanding of the world (TCA1, 44), which 
in turn raises the question of how such a claim can be justified. In 
an effort to answer this question, Habermas draws his infamous 
contrast between the mythical and the modern understandings of 
the world. The point of this contrast is, first, to “clarify the sense in 
which the modern understanding of the world can claim universal-
ity” and, second, to “indicate the evolutionary perspective we can 
adopt if we want, with Max Weber, to posit a world-historical pro-
cess of rationalization of worldviews” (TCA1, 45). Mythical world-
views are distinct from modern ones in two ways: first, they fail to 
differentiate the objective, social, and subjective worlds (and hence 
they also fail to differentiate claims to truth, normative validity, and 
sincerity); and, second, they do not identify themselves as world-
views, as cultural traditions, that is, they lack reflexivity about their 
own status (TCA1, 52).

Of course, this contrast does not yet justify the claim that the 
differentiation of validity claims and heightened reflexivity that 
are constitutive of modern worldviews can be considered univer-
sal. In an attempt to justify this claim, Habermas reviews the argu-
ments for and against a universalistic conception of rationality that 
emerged in the so-called rationality debates among anthropologists 
and philosophers of the 1960s and 1970s. Without going into the 
details of the arguments, we can at least summarize the main les-
sons that Habermas draws from this debate. First, Habermas insists 
that social-scientific interpreters have no choice but to take up a 
yes-no position on the validity claims implicitly raised by the social 
actors that they are studying. For example, cultural anthropologists 
studying the rituals of “primitive” tribes, such as the Azande of Cen-
tral Africa, have no choice but to take up a yes-no position on their 
validity claims, such as those raised by the Azande’s belief in witch-
craft. Second, one can be hermeneutically charitable toward forms 
of life that are radically different from one’s own without thereby 
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embracing relativism. For example, the Azande’s belief in witch-
craft can be reconstructed in such a way that it is understood as 
coherent and logical and yet still be judged inferior from a modern, 
scientific point of view (TCA1, 55–56). Habermas acknowledges that 
such a judgment raises the worry that we are judging one worldview 
(that of the Azande) by the standards of another (modern, scien-
tific rationality) and thus assuming precisely what we are trying to 
prove, namely, the superiority of the modern worldview over the 
mythical. Nevertheless, he suggests two criteria that might serve to 
justify such judgments: cognitive adequacy and the degree of open-
ness in worldviews. Cognitive adequacy refers not to the truth or 
falsity of worldviews as a whole—since worldviews as a whole do 
not admit of truth or falsity—but rather to the number and kind 
of true statements that they make possible; if modern, scientific 
worldviews make possible more and better true statements than 
the Azande worldview does, then they are more cognitively ade-
quate. The degree of openness refers to the openness to criticism 
and the readiness to learn embedded in worldviews. To be sure, both 
of these criteria could be viewed as hypostatizations of certain fea-
tures of modern, Western scientific rationality—which is marked 
by an emphasis on cognitive-instrumental truth and which could 
never have arisen without the basic attitudes of openness to criti-
cism and readiness to learn—but, for Habermas, this is not because 
the criteria themselves are inappropriate but rather because they 
have been understood too narrowly, in the context of a merely 
cognitive-instrumental conception of rationality, as opposed to the 
broader conception of rationality that Habermas endorses.

Indeed, and somewhat curiously, this is precisely the main 
lesson that Habermas draws from his review of the rationality/ 
relativism debate: namely, that what is distinctive of the modern 
West is not scientific rationality per se but rather the hypostatiza-
tion thereof. As he puts it, “The rationality debate carried on in 
England suggests that the modern understanding of the world is 
indeed based on general structures of rationality but that modern 
Western societies promote a distorted understanding of rationality 
that is fixed on cognitive-instrumental aspects and is to that extent 
particularistic” (TCA1, 66). But Habermas hasn’t really established, 
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through his review of this debate, that the modern understanding 
of the world per se is based on structures of rationality that we 
can regard as general or universal. We could agree with Habermas 
that the equation of the modern worldview with the perspective 
of modern scientific rationality is overly narrow, but this by itself 
doesn’t establish the rational superiority of the modern worldview. 
At most he has showed that one aspect of the modern worldview—
modern scientific rationality—“belongs to a complex of cognitive-
instrumental rationality that can certainly claim validity beyond 
the context of particular cultures” (TCAI, 65). Even if we grant him 
this claim, it doesn’t license the conclusion that the rationality of 
worldviews in general or their moral-practical validity spheres in 
particular can also be judged impartially in terms of a criterion of 
openness/closedness.

And yet this is precisely Habermas’s conclusion (TCA1, 66). 
If worldviews can be judged in terms of their rationality, then 
changes from one worldview to another can be understood not as 
discontinuous transformations but rather in terms of “an internally 
reconstructible growth in knowledge,” that is, a process of increas-
ing rationalization, or a learning process (TCA1, 66). Recalling his 
earlier distinction between the logics and the dynamics of histori-
cal development, Habermas insists that such learning processes are 
neither continuous nor linear (TCA1, 67). Nevertheless, in these 
learning processes, the superseded stage is categorically devalued, 
that is, certain kinds of reasons are no longer convincing: “These 
devaluative shifts appear to be connected with socio-evolutionary 
transitions to new levels of learning, with which the conditions 
of possible learning processes in the dimensions of objectivating 
thought, moral-practical insight, and aesthetic-expressive capacity 
are altered” (TCA1, 68).

However, Habermas does not seem satisfied with this account 
of the superiority of the modern worldview, since in a subsequent 
chapter he raises once again the question of how we can know 
that the conception of rationality that he has been sketching out 
is in fact universal. At this point, he argues that if we assume that 
some normative concept of rationality is necessarily presupposed 
in all social theory, then metatheoretical and methodological  
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considerations compel us to posit a universal conception of ratio-
nality. From a metatheoretical perspective, without a universalist 
conception of rationality, our social theory will be “limited from the 
start to a particular, culturally or historically bound perspective”; 
from a methodological perspective, sociology’s claim to objectivity 
is dependent upon the positing of “general and encompassing struc-
tures of rationality” (TCA1, 137). There are four core components to 
Habermas’s conception of rationality: first, the three formal world 
concepts (objective, intersubjective, and subjective); second, the 
corresponding validity claims (truth, normative rightness, and sin-
cerity); third, the concept of a rationally motivated agreement; and 
fourth, the concept of reaching understanding through speech. “If 
the requirement of objectivity is to be satisfied,” Habermas notes, 
“this structure would have to be shown to be universally valid in a 
specific sense. This is a very strong requirement for someone who is 
operating without metaphysical support and is also no longer con-
fident that a rigorous transcendental-pragmatic program, claiming 
to provide ultimate grounds, can be carried out” (TCA1, 137).

Habermas thus admits that he takes on a sizable burden of proof 
in claiming universal validity for his concept of rationality while 
eschewing metaphysical or transcendental-pragmatic support. He 
offers three possible ways that this burden of proof could be met. 
First, it could be met through the development of the theory of for-
mal or universal pragmatics. However, Habermas emphasizes the 
limited role that this theory can play in justifying the claim to uni-
versality for Habermas’s conception of communicative rationality: 
“This program holds out no prospect of an equivalent for a tran-
scendental deduction of the communicative universals described” 
(TCA1, 138). At most the hypothetical reconstructions of the intui-
tive knowledge of speakers can be rendered plausible by checking 
against the intuitions of competent speakers; the universalistic 
claims of formal pragmatics cannot be “conclusively redeemed (in 
the sense of transcendental philosophy)” (TCA1, 138). The second 
way the burden of proof could be met is by assessing the empirical 
usefulness of the account of communicative rationality, for exam-
ple, through an analysis of communicative pathologies, evolution-
ary accounts of social life, and developmental psychology. Although 
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Habermas is hopeful that his account of communicative rationality 
will prove empirically fruitful, he admits that this approach would 
require a great deal of effort. The third and “somewhat less demand-
ing” way of meeting the burden of proof is “to work up the sociologi-
cal approaches to a theory of social rationalization” (TCA1, 139). This 
path is easier because it allows us to link up with a well-developed  
tradition in social theory, and this is the path that Habermas fol-
lows in the remainder of The Theory of Communicative Action.

In other words, the structure of the argument in The Theory of 
Communicative Action is such that the theory of formal pragmatics 
is quite clearly not used to justify the theory of social evolution as 
a process of rationalization. Formal pragmatics is presented as an 
empirical research program awaiting empirical confirmation, not as 
a foundational plank in a normative argument. Moreover, insofar 
as this research program already presupposes the superiority of the 
modern conception of rationality—by equating the intuitive knowl-
edge of competent members of modern societies with the universal 
presuppositions of communicative action—it cannot serve as the 
basis for the claim to its superiority without begging the question. 
Although Habermas does return to the theory of formal pragmatics 
at key points in volume 1 of The Theory of Communicative Action—
especially chapter 3—he does so to further elucidate the conception 
of rationality that gets its preliminary specification in the opening 
pages of the book, not to justify or ground that conception. Haber-
mas’s stated argument for the universality of his conception of 
communicative rationality is altogether different, and it turns on 
his reading of the history of social theory and his claim that the 
problems that arise within that history can best be solved through 
the development of a theory of communicative action.

Habermas’s reading of the history of social theory, from Weber 
to Lukács to Mead and Durkheim and back to Weber again, forms 
the basis of the structure of the rest of The Theory of Communica-
tive Action. This reading makes it clear that although Habermas 
offers the theory of communicative action as an alternative to the 
objectivist, Marxist philosophy of history, he nevertheless remains 
committed to the theory of social evolution that he developed in 
the 1970s (see TCA2, 382–383). Reading Durkheim through Mead, 
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Habermas articulates in volume 2 of The Theory of Communicative 
Action an account of the emergence of modernity as a “development 
toward rationality” (TCA2, 91). The central notion here is the com-
municative rationalization of the lifeworld, which consists in the 
differentiation of structural components of the lifeworld (culture, 
society, and personality), the replacement of sacred knowledge with 
knowledge based on the rational adjudication of validity claims, the 
separation of law from morality and the universalization of both, 
and heightened individual autonomy and reflexivity (see TCA2, 
107). Drawing on his distinction between a developmental logic and 
the dynamics of historical change, Habermas discerns a develop-
mental logic in the rationalization of the lifeworld, that is, a direc-
tional learning process that brings with it an increase in rationality. 
Habermas fills out this idea as follows: “The further the structural 
components of the lifeworld and the processes that contribute to 
maintaining them get differentiated, the more interaction contexts 
come under conditions of rationally motivated mutual understand-
ing, that is, of consensus formation that rests in the end on the 
authority of the better argument” (TCA2, 145). The ideal toward 
which this developmental learning process aims is characterized as 
a situation of “universal discourse,” that is, “an idealized lifeworld 
reproduced through processes of mutual understanding that have 
been largely detached from normative contexts and transferred 
over to rationally motivated yes/no positions” (TCA2, 145).

Counter-Enlightenment critics have, on Habermas’s view, cor-
rectly discerned distinctively pathological tendencies in moder-
nity, but they have mistakenly attributed those tendencies to the 
rationalization of lifeworld itself. Habermas, by contrast, offers a 
broader conception of society that encompasses not only lifeworld 
but also systems perspectives and that enables him to locate the 
pathologies of modernity in the relationship between lifeworld and 
system (TCA2, 148ff.). Accordingly, Habermas also offers a broader 
conception of social evolution in volume 2 of The Theory of Com-
municative Action, according to which social evolution is “a second-
order process of differentiation: system and lifeworld are differenti-
ated in the sense that the complexity of the one and the rationality 
of the other grow” (TCA2, 153). Social evolution consists not only 
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in the increasing rationalization and internal differentiation of the 
lifeworld and the increasing complexity and internal differentia-
tion of social systems; it also consists in a decoupling of system 
from lifeworld. This decoupling leads to an “irresistible irony of the 
world-historical process of enlightenment”: “the rationalization of 
the lifeworld makes possible a heightening of systemic complexity, 
which becomes so hypertrophied that it unleashes system impera-
tives that burst the capacity of the lifeworld they instrumental-
ize” (TCA2, 155). Hence, Habermas transforms Weber’s paradox of 
rationalization into a conflict between the rationalization of the 
lifeworld and the colonization of the lifeworld by system impera-
tives: “The rationalization of the lifeworld makes possible the emer-
gence and growth of subsystems whose independent imperatives 
turn back destructively upon the lifeworld itself” (TCA2, 186). 
Previous social theories have been unable to see this because they 
have focused narrowly either on the lifeworld perspective or on the 
system perspective, without being able to illuminate social evo-
lution as a two-track process of increasing social integration—in 
the form of a “harmonizing of action orientations”—and system 
integration—in the form of the “functional intermeshing of action 
consequences” (TCA2, 202). Habermas understands the history of 
social theory since Marx “as the unmixing of two paradigms that 
could no longer be integrated into a two-level concept of society 
connecting system and lifeworld” and suggests that his theory of 
communicative action offers a “sufficiently complex metatheoreti-
cal framework” for making sense of the complexities of moderniza-
tion (TCA2, 202).

In sum, at least as far as the argument of The Theory of Commu-
nicative Action goes, formal pragmatics does not serve to justify 
Habermas’s conception of rationality or his closely related account 
of normativity. Nor does formal pragmatics stand on its own, inde-
pendent of the theory of social evolution. Rather, the claim to uni-
versality of Habermas’s concept of communicative rationality rests 
on his reading of the history of social theory and on the ability of 
the theory of communicative action to solve problems generated 
within that history that could not be solved in its own terms. I 
would like to emphasize two points about this strategy. First, as  
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I discussed in the previous chapter, drawing on the work of histori-
cal sociologist Gurminder Bhambra, the social theory whose his-
tory Habermas reconstructs largely converges in its shared com-
mitment to the developmental superiority of modernity, even as 
it remains cognizant of modernity’s downsides. In that sense, the 
theory of modernity does quite a bit of largely implicit justifica-
tory work in the argument of The Theory of Communicative Action. 
Second, Habermas does not consider the possibility that, as Bham-
bra argues, the belief in the developmental superiority of moder-
nity does not itself have an evidentiary basis but rather rests on a 
questionable normative decisionism. As such, Habermas does not 
acknowledge what Bhambra calls the disciplinary “legitimation cri-
ses” that emerge for sociology as a result of calling into question the 
relationship between modernity and Eurocentrism. Habermas’s 
recent embrace of the multiple modernities paradigm, discussed in 
more detail below, constitutes a significant but, in my view, ulti-
mately unsatisfactory attempt to respond to this worry.

FROM HEGEL TO K AN T AND B ACK AG AIN: 
HABERM A S ’S  DI SCOUR SE E T HICS

Before turning to a discussion of multiple modernities in Haber-
mas, in this section I consider an alternative interpretation of 
Habermas’s strategy for grounding normativity. As James Gordon 
Finlayson has recently argued, a prominent line of interpretation 
holds that it is Habermas’s discourse ethics, articulated in the 1980s 
just on the heels of his theory of communicative action, that serves 
to ground the normativity of his approach to critical theory. The 
central idea of Habermas’s discourse ethics is the reformulation of 
Kant’s categorical imperative into a discursive procedure for moral 
argumentation (D). Habermas states this reformulated categori-
cal imperative in his original version of discourse ethics as follows: 
“Only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) 
with the approval of all affected in their capacity as participants in a 
practical discourse” (DE, 66). From this basic principle of discourse 
ethics (D) combined with an account of the normative precondi-
tions of argumentation in general, Habermas claims to be able to 
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derive his basic moral principle, the principle of universalization 
(U) (see BFN, 109; IO, 43). (U) states that a moral norm is valid if 
and only if “all affected can accept the consequences and the side 
effects its general observance can be anticipated to have for the 
satisfaction of everyone’s interests” (DE, 65). According to this 
proposed reading, Habermas’s neo-Kantian discourse ethics offers 
an independent justification of (D), which provides a procedure for 
determining the validity of norms generally, and a derivation of 
(U), which provides a procedure for determining the validity of spe-
cifically moral norms; together, these two principles then serve to 
justify the normative claims of critical theory, including its claims 
about historical progress and social evolution.

However, as Finlayson has argued, discourse ethics alone can-
not play this justificatory role. Two of the reasons that Finlayson 
offers for this claim are particularly germane for this discussion. 
First, to read Habermas as a Kantian constructivist is to say that 
discourse ethics gives us a basic moral and political norm (D) that is 
derived in a constructivist way from the demands of practical rea-
son and that can in turn serve to justify a universal moral norm 
(U), which provides a standard against which particular normative 
claims can be measured. But this is to turn discourse ethics into a 
version of political philosophy as applied ethics, thus sacrificing the 
methodological distinctiveness of critical theory. As Finlayson puts 
it: “Critical social theory, in Habermas’s eyes, is not applied eth-
ics, and cannot derive its normative resources from an antecedently 
worked out moral theory.” If critical theory is to avoid collapsing 
into applied ethics, it must draw its normative content from within 
the existing social world, not from an account of practical reason as 
such. Second, Finlayson points out that Habermas’s basic moral 
principle—(U), the principle of universalization—is not a transhis-
torical moral principle; rather, it is reconstructed from an analysis 
of modern forms of communicative practice. This is so because dis-
course ethics is “very closely entwined with the theory of communi-
cative action in as much as it consists in a rational reconstruction of 
moral discourse: essentially what it does is to provide a more fine-
grained account of what it is for a communicative agent to discur-
sively redeem (or make good) a validity-claim to rightness.” And  
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since, as I argued above, the rational reconstruction of commu-
nicative rationality consists in the reconstruction of the intuitive 
knowledge of competent members of modern societies, the same 
goes for discourse ethics. Thus, it can’t be “antecedently worked 
out” at all.

In other words, as Finlayson puts the point elsewhere, “Haber-
mas’s conception of morality has been hand in glove with a concep-
tion of modernity and with a theory of modernization.” Even if this 
wasn’t totally explicit in his earliest formulations of the discourse 
ethics project, Habermas himself has clearly conceded this point in 
his more recent writings on this topic. The justification of both (D) 
and (U) relies on the premises of modernization theory. As Haber-
mas says of (D): “The discourse principle provides an answer to 
the predicament in which the members of any moral community 
find themselves when, in making the transition to a modern, plu-
ralistic society, they find themselves faced with the dilemma that 
though they still argue with reasons about moral judgments and 
beliefs, their substantive background consensus on the underlying 
moral norms has been shattered” (IO, 39). In that sense, the dis-
course principle already presupposes the “transition to a posttra-
ditional morality” (IO, 40). Similarly, with respect to his “justifica-
tion strategy” for (U), Habermas notes that this strategy “must be 
supplemented with genealogical arguments drawing on premises of 
modernization theory, if (U) is to be rendered plausible. With (U) 
we reassure ourselves in a reflexive manner of a residual norma-
tive substance which is preserved in posttraditional societies by the 
formal features of argumentation and action oriented to reaching 
a shared understanding” (IO, 45). Inasmuch as the justification 
strategy for both (D) and (U) rests on Habermas’s theory of moder-
nity, discourse ethics quite obviously can’t serve as the normative 
foundation for that theory.

Although Finlayson is at pains to establish the connection between 
Habermas’s justification of discourse ethics and his theory of 
modernity, he also maintains that at one time Habermas attempted 
to offer an independent justification for his moral theory. In that 
sense, Finlayson sees Habermas as having at one time attempted to 
offer a Kantian constructivist account of morality, only to revert in 
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the end back to his Hegelian theory of modernity, first laid out in 
The Theory of Communicative Action. Unlike Finlayson, I’m not con-
vinced that Habermas ever intended to offer a Kantian constructiv-
ist defense of discourse ethics. For even in his original formulation 
of the discourse ethics program, Habermas’s defense of discourse 
ethics against the moral skeptic bottomed out in a claim about the 
ethical substance of a communicatively structured form of life. The 
moral skeptic, Habermas argues in “Discourse Ethics,” cannot deny 
the validity of the basic presuppositions of discourse, on which (D) 
and (U) are based, without falling into a performative contradiction. 
Hence, in the end, the skeptic’s only option, says Habermas, is to opt 
out of communication altogether. However, in so doing,

The skeptic voluntarily terminates his membership in the com-
munity of beings who argue—no less and no more. By refusing to 
argue, for instance, he cannot, even indirectly, deny that he moves 
in a shared sociocultural form of life, that he grew up in a web of 
communicative action, and that he reproduces his life in that web. 
In a word, the skeptic may reject morality, but he cannot reject the 
ethical substance (Sittlichkeit) of the life circumstances in which he 
spends his waking hours, not unless he is willing to take refuge in 
suicide or serious mental illness.                                                   (DE, 100)

Moreover, even if we were to accept that the Kantian constructivist 
interpretation of the justification strategy for discourse ethics is a 
plausible reading of some of Habermas’s texts, this reading does 
not fit easily into his overall theoretical system, and he quite clearly 
rejects it in his most recent discussions of this issue. This means 
that Habermas can’t be a straightforward Kantian constructivist, 
and that discourse ethics cannot serve as the normative foundation 
for his theory of modernity because its plausibility rests, at least in 
part, on that theory.

As Finlayson sees it, the moral of the story is that Habermas 
should “abandon the forlorn task of convincing the moral skep-
tic” and stick to the more feasible task of explicating and elucidat-
ing “the self-understanding of agents who already recognize the 
normative meaning of moral utterances and the validity of moral 
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norms; the self-understanding, that is, of modern moral agents.” 
Habermas’s protestations to the contrary notwithstanding (see IO, 
43), Finlayson maintains that since the moral skeptic will always 
be able to claim that the theory of modernity is “merely an ethno-
centric prejudice,” she will also always be able to claim the same of 
(D). Understanding his project as the internal elucidation of the 
modern normative point of view would have the advantage of side-
stepping worries about how that point of view itself is to be justi-
fied, but it would come at a rather high price for Habermas, who 
continually resists the kind of contextualist account of normativity 
that such an interpretation presupposes. For example, in Between 
Facts and Norms, Habermas maintains that although contextualism 
is “an understandable response to the failures of the philosophy 
of history and philosophical anthropology, it never gets beyond 
the defiant appeal to the normative force of the factual” (BFN, 
2). Similarly, in his recent work on religion, Habermas associates 
contextualism with those magical-mythical worldviews that never 
made the great cognitive advance characteristic of the Axial Age: 
the construction of the extramundane standpoint of the divine, 
the vantage point from which the world could be understood as a 
whole. Hence, Habermas now describes contextualism as a form of 
neopaganism (see RR1, 159; BNR, 246). Habermas articulates the 
problem with contextualism as follows:

The historicism of paradigms and world-pictures, now rife, is a sec-
ond-level empiricism which undermines the serious task confront-
ing a subject who takes up a positive or negative stance towards 
validity-claims. Such claims are always raised here and now, in a 
local context—but they also transcend all merely provincial yard-
sticks. When one paradigm or world picture is worth as much as the 
next, when different discourses encode everything that can be true 
or false, good or evil, in different ways, then this closes down the 
normative dimension which enables us to identify the traits of an 
unhappy and distorted life.                                                             (RR1, 134)

The central problem with contextualist positions, then, is that 
they “imply the rejection of the universalistic significance of  
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unconditioned validity claims” (RR1, 159). In other words, Haber-
mas assumes that contextualism at the metanormative level under-
mines universalism at the level of first-order, substantive norms; he 
assumes, that is, that metanormative contextualism entails first-
order moral and political relativism. In chapter 6, I argue against 
this assumption and develop an account of normativity that com-
bines metanormative contextualism about normative justification 
with first-order universalism. My reflections in this chapter suggest 
that such an approach should be congenial to Habermas, since his 
own normative position seems to end up in some variety of contex-
tualism, his protestations to the contrary notwithstanding.

Habermas seems to have two choices here. He can either bite the 
bullet and accept that his moral project entails an internal eluci-
dation of the modern moral point of view. Or he can argue that 
the theory of modernity and discourse ethics support each other 
in a coherentist fashion. This way of understanding his project 
quite clearly raises worries about circularity: the rational recon-
struction of communicative competence presupposes the superior-
ity of modernity, while the theory of modernity presupposes the 
superiority of a rationalized lifeworld. Of course, one could always 
accept that at this most basic level, the theory is circular, but argue 
that this circularity isn’t vicious. Still, it is telling that the two 
most prominent post-Habermasian German critical theorists have 
rejected this kind of coherentist strategy, and have instead picked 
up either the Kantian-constructivist or the Hegelian-historicist 
aspects of Habermas’s work and developed those further.

Moreover, with respect to the problem of Eurocentrism in Haber-
mas’s work, the crucial point is that however the question of the 
structure of Habermas’s normative theory gets settled—whether 
we read him as offering an internal, contextualist elucidation of the 
modern moral point of view or as adopting a coherentist picture in 
which discourse ethics and the theory of modernity provide justifi-
catory support for each other—it is clear that the theory of moder-
nity plays a crucial role in grounding the normative perspective of 
Habermas’s critical theory. Whether Habermas is a neo-Hegelian 
reconstructivist or a quasi-Hegelian, quasi-Kantian coherentist 
about normativity, the theory of modernity is doing important 
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metanormative work for him. This means that giving up that theory 
would require substantial changes in his account of normativity.

EUROCEN TRI SM,  MULT IPLE MODERNI T IE S ,  
AND HI STORIC AL PROGRE SS

If, as I argued above, Habermas is best understood not as a con-
structivist but rather as either a reconstructivist or a coherentist 
about the sources of normativity, then this goes a long way toward 
explaining his ongoing and staunch defense of the ideals of the 
Enlightenment (see, most notably, PDM). For, as we have seen, on 
either of these interpretations of his project, the thought that the 
normative resources of the Enlightenment or of European moder-
nity are the result of a process of sociocultural learning and rational-
ization plays a central role in grounding the normativity of critical 
theory for Habermas. But perhaps no other aspect of Habermas’s 
work has generated as much criticism as this idea. To date, much of 
this criticism has focused on his dismissive and tendentious read-
ings of poststructuralist and psychoanalytic thinkers. And yet, the 
grounding of normativity in the achievements of European moder-
nity clearly leaves Habermas open to critique from a post- or deco-
lonial perspective as well. Enrique Dussel puts the point well when 
he notes that Habermas’s defense of modernity as an exclusively 
European phenomenon occludes the non-European periphery in 
relation to which Europe constituted itself. “The occlusion of this 
periphery,” Dussel continues, “leads the major contemporary think-
ers of the ‘center’ [such as Habermas] into a Eurocentric fallacy in 
their understanding of modernity.” Thus, Habermas’s reconstruc-
tion of the philosophical discourse of modernity follows Hegel in 
taking the decisive events in the formation of modernity to be the 
Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the French Revolution; con-
spicuously absent from this list is the conquest of the Americas. 
More recently, Habermas himself has acknowledged this problem: 
“The Enlightenment remained ignorant of the barbaric reverse side 
of its own mirror for too long. Its universal claims made it easy 
to overlook the particularistic kernel of its European origin. This 
immobilized, rigidified rationalism has been transformed into the 
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stifling power of a capitalistic world civilization, which assimilates 
alien cultures and abandons its own traditions to oblivion” (RR1, 
130). Facing up to the barbarism at the heart of European colonial-
ism and its postcolonial, neoliberal, capitalist legacy rightly has the 
effect of undermining an overly confident self-understanding of 
modernity (EFK, 39).

And yet, in his recent work, Habermas continues to endorse the 
idea that the rationalized lifeworld of European modernity repre-
sents the outcome of a historical learning process—even going so 
far as to use the term “civilizing” to characterize Europe in rela-
tion to the rest of the world (see DW, 16)—and to defend his view 
against the charge of Eurocentrism that this endorsement invites. 
His response involves appealing to the necessity and unavoidability 
of the universalizable norms central to the legacy of the European 
Enlightenment. For example, with respect to the central principle 
of discourse ethics, (U), Habermas argues that it is grounded in the 
unavoidable presuppositions of a communicative form of life to 
which there is no coherent alternative, to which the only possible 
alternatives are “the monadic isolation of strategic action, or schizo-
phrenia and suicide” (DE, 102). Hence, (U) is, as Habermas puts it, 
an “inescapable presupposition of [an] irreplaceable discourse and 
in that sense universal” (DE, 84). Similarly, with respect to politi-
cal modernity, Habermas maintains that there is no viable alterna-
tive, since no purely premodern societies remain in our globalized 
world (EFK, 28). And in his recent work on religion, even as Haber-
mas acknowledges the rootedness of the normative ideals of the 
Enlightenment in the Jewish and Christian religious traditions, he 
nevertheless defends their necessity and unavoidability. “Univer-
salistic egalitarianism, from which sprang the ideals of freedom and 
a collective life in solidarity, the autonomous conduct of life and 
emancipation, the individual morality of conscience, human rights 
and democracy, is the direct legacy of the Judaic ethic of justice and 
the Christian ethic of love” (RR1, 149). And yet, Habermas contin-
ues, “This legacy, substantially unchanged, has been the object of a 
continual critical reappropriation and reinterpretation. Up to this 
very day there is no alternative to it. And in light of the current chal-
lenges of a postnational constellation, we must draw sustenance 
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now, as in the past, from this substance. Everything else is idle 
postmodern talk” (RR1, 149, emphasis added).

As I mentioned above, Habermas is well aware of the ways in 
which Enlightenment ideals, particularly ideals of progress, mod-
ernization, and development, have been entangled with the so-
called civilizing mission of the West. Nevertheless, as he makes 
clear in his discussion of Kant’s philosophy of history, he believes 
that these ideals can be disentangled from their ideological roots. 
Although Habermas’s own philosophy of history shares with Kant’s 
the “heuristic aim” of lending the “idea of the cosmopolitan con-
dition empirical probability and plausibility” (DW, 145), Habermas 
insists that, in taking up Kant’s philosophical-historical project, we 
must “look beyond the prejudices associated with [Kant’s] histori-
cal horizon” (DW, 145). These prejudices include an insensitivity to 
cultural differences, a blindness to the explosive force of national-
ism, a “ ‘humanist’ conviction of the superiority of European civili-
zation and the white race” (DW, 146), and a lack of awareness of the 
fact that “European international law” was “embedded in a com-
mon Christian culture” (DW, 146). However, Habermas insists:

The provinciality of our historical consciousness vis-à-vis the future 
is not an objection to the universalistic program of Kantian moral 
and legal theory. Its blind spots betray a historically understandable 
selectivity in the application of the cognitive procedure of universal-
ization and mutual perspective-taking which Kant associates with 
practical reason and which underlies the cosmopolitan transforma-
tion of international law.                                                                       (DW, 146)

In other words, the problem, in Habermas’s view, does not lie at the 
level of the normative justification of the Kantian moral and politi-
cal project of cosmopolitanism, only at the level of its selective and 
inappropriate application.

Moreover, through his engagement with the literature on mul-
tiple modernities, Habermas attempts to distance himself from 
the Eurocentrism of earlier theories of modernization (see esp. 
EFK). After noting that classical social theory from Saint-Simon 
to Parsons based its understanding of modernity on a theory of 
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social evolution that took Western civilization as paradigmatic, 
Habermas asks whether “the global society can still be grasped in 
terms of categories of social evolution read off from the Western 
model” (EFK, 20). Rejecting functionalist accounts of moderniza-
tion that view the emerging world society solely as the result of 
the spread of functional subsystems—in commerce, science and 
technology, communication, education, and so forth—across 
national boundaries and culturalist accounts that view civiliza-
tions as self-enclosed cultures and associate “modernity” with the 
project of Western culture alone, Habermas draws on the multiple 
modernities paradigm to offer a two-track analysis of moderniza-
tion. The functionalist perspective captures an important truth, 
namely, that functionally integrated systems—most importantly, 
the global economy, but also global systems of scientific research, 
communication, athletic contest, and so on—place significant 
constraints on all members of the emerging world society. In that 
sense, all members of the emerging world society share the same 
globalized infrastructure. However, what the functionalist per-
spective misses is the fact that “different cultures assimilate and 
adapt these processes emanating from Western culture in their 
own ways.  .  .  . Other civilizations respond to the pressures from 
the West to modernize their societies as challenges to which they 
seek answers that draw upon their own cultural resources” (EFK, 
24). In other words, the spread of a globalized infrastructure isn’t 
the end of the story about modernization; that shared infrastruc-
ture is compatible with a high degree of cultural hybridity. This is 
the truth that the culturalist perspective points to, though it goes 
too far in this direction by equating modernization with Western-
ization. In light of these considerations, Habermas offers the 
following “reflexive concept of ‘modernity’ ”: “Based on the same 
globalized social infrastructure (whose primary feature is the stub-
born orientation to the scientific-technological control of nature 
and the world, the bureaucratic exercise of power, and the capital-
ist production of wealth), ‘modernity’ today represents something 
like the shared arena in which different civilizations encounter one 
another as they modify this infrastructure in more or less culture-
specific ways” (EFK, 25).
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However, it is far from clear that the shift to the multiple moder-
nities paradigm actually resolves the problem of Eurocentrism. 
For one thing, Habermas’s version of the multiple modernities 
paradigm assumes that the functional infrastructure of modernity 
includes both capitalist markets and bureaucratic, positive law, 
and that these two functional systems develop together. On this 
assumption, the emergence of positive law and the democratic legal 
systems that serve to guarantee bourgeois rights become some-
thing like a consolation prize, a beneficial side effect of the inevita-
ble, inexorable rise of modern capitalism. However, as Samir Amin 
argues in his classic study Eurocentrism, this connection between 
capitalism and bureaucratic positive law holds only in the center of 
the capitalist world system and not in the periphery. While Amin 
agrees with Habermas on the basic distinction between functional 
and cultural dimensions of modernization and on the claim that 
capitalist economic systems can be instantiated in a variety of dif-
ferent cultural forms and inflections, he also maintains that the 
global spread of capitalism is not only compatible with the continu-
ation of so-called premodern forms of domination; it also requires 
a persistent, ineliminable gap between a (democratic) center and a 
subaltern periphery that in turn provides fertile ground for anti-
democratic movements in the periphery. Amin’s analysis thus 
throws cold water on the Habermasian idea that although the global 
spread of capitalism may be problematic, at least it brings positive 
law and, eventually, democratic rights in its train. To assume this 
is, as Amin’s work reminds us, to indulge in a Eurocentric “refusal 
to grant imperialism all of the decisive importance that it has in 
really existing capitalism,” a refusal that is, Amin contends, unfor-
tunately characteristic of much Western Marxism. This refusal is 
related to a failure to see that “the contradiction between the cen-
ters and the peripheries constitutes the fundamental contradiction 
of the modern world.”

Furthermore, as Gurminder Bhambra argues, the theory of 
multiple modernities, and in particular the distinction between 
a shared process of functional or systemic modernization tem-
pered by particular cultural instantiations of that process, seeks 
“to contain challenges to the dominant theoretical framework of  
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sociology by not allowing ‘difference’ to make a difference to the 
original categories of modernity.” In that sense, the multiple moder-
nities paradigm “does nothing to address the fundamental problems 
with the conceptualization of modernity itself.” Bhambra’s claim is 
made plausible by the fact that Habermas’s embrace of the multiple 
modernities paradigm does not compel him to let go of the version of 
the story about the developmental superiority of European moder-
nity that he has defended since he first offered his theory of social 
evolution. For example, Habermas continues to associate heightened 
reflexivity with an irreversible moral-political learning process and 
claims that “we can indeed trace the, for now, last socially relevant 
push in the reflexivity of consciousness to Western modernity” 
(PWS, 2). This push in reflexivity is evidenced by a number of devel-
opments, including the instrumental attitude of state bureaucracy 
toward political power that emerges in early European modernity, 
the self-reflexivity of modern positive law and rational morality, and 
the historical consciousness that emerges in nineteenth-century 
European thought. The heightened reflexivity and increased decen-
tration of individual and group perspectives that result from these 
developments constitute, for Habermas, irreversible social-cognitive 
learning processes and “indubitable” instances of historical progress 
(PWS, 2). Moreover, these pushes further a set of transformations 
that Habermas, in his recent work on religion, traces back to the 
emergence of the Axial Age: “In European modernity, we observe 
a further cognitive push in the same dimensions. We observe a 
sharpening of the consciousness of contingency and an extension of 
futural anticipation; egalitarian universalism becomes more pointed 
in law and morality; and there is progressive individualization. In any 
case, we still draw our normative self-understanding from this (disre-
garding short-winded, fashionable denials)” (PWS, 8).

So, even in the face of the charge of Eurocentrism, Habermas 
remains committed to a progressive view of history according to 
which European modernity represents a moral-political advance 
over premodern forms of life. And even as he recognizes the need 
to rethink the central assumptions of modernization theory, he 
insists that we shouldn’t throw the baby out with the bathwater by 
rejecting the idea of European modernity as a privileged example of 
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sociocultural learning processes in an effort to avoid Eurocentrism. 
Indeed, this stance shouldn’t be at all surprising since the main 
outlines of this very same understanding of social evolution as a 
process of moral-political learning that is characterized by greater 
degrees of reflexivity and decentration of worldviews go all the way 
back to Habermas’s work on social evolution from the 1970s.

The difficulty, for our purposes, is that the assumption of the 
developmental superiority and unavoidability of certain fea-
tures of European modernity—however much that assumption is 
attenuated by Habermas’s acknowledgment of the contingency of 
historical developments and the tendency to regression or by his 
more recent talk of multiple modernities—does not sit well with 
Habermas’s own stated goal for the structure of ongoing debate 
within the global public sphere, in which “the West is one par-
ticipant among others, and all participants must be willing to be 
enlightened by others about their respective blind spots” (PWS, 
1). That is to say, Habermas’s philosophical commitment to under-
standing European modernity as the outcome of a process of social 
evolution and moral-political learning, insofar as it positions the 
European or Euro-American participant as developmentally supe-
rior to members of traditional or “nonmodern” cultures, is at odds 
with his professed desire for an intercultural dialogue in the global 
public sphere in which we are open to being enlightened by others 
about our own blind spots. As Habermas recognizes in the context 
of his recent work on religion, to position others as anachronistic 
holdovers from an earlier stage of development is “to fail to take 
[them] seriously as modern contemporaries,” a failure that is “as 
incompatible with the requirement of reciprocal recognition as it is 
with the willingness to adopt the perspectives of others in the give 
and take of arguments and positions” (R, 372). However, Haber-
mas has yet to work through the implications that this postsecular 
insight has for his reliance on the theories of social evolution and 
modernity; as a result, these theories form the Eurocentric kernel 
at the center of his critical theory and constitute a serious obstacle 
to the project of decolonizing Habermasian critical theory.

Habermas attempts to respond to this kind of worry by  
distinguishing between a philosophical (or metaphilosophical) 
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reconstruction of the nature of postmetaphysical thinking, on the 
one hand, and the actual intercultural dialogue, on the other. His 
own reconstruction of postmetaphysical thinking—understood as a 
form of thought that is highly reflexive, decentered, historically con-
scious, attuned to the fact of pluralism, and secular without being 
secularistic—is offered as “a meta-philosophical proposal that is to 
apply, not only to Western thought, but to contemporary thought 
in general” (PWS, 7). This proposal, like all such proposals, is open 
to critical discussion by other philosophers. When it comes to actual 
intercultural dialogue about some specific political or cultural issue, 
by contrast, we are to comport ourselves not as philosophers but 
rather “as second persons to participants from other cultural back-
grounds. . . . In this performative role, we may be able to learn of the 
need to correct our possible Western biases in the reconstruction 
of postmetaphysical thinking. For fallibilist consciousness naturally 
belongs to postmetaphysical thinking” (PWS, 7).

Hence, the Habermasian participant in an intercultural dialogue 
in a transnational or global public sphere is supposed to be able to 
toggle back and forth between two different points of view. At a 
philosophical level, she draws her own normative perspective and 
orientation from an understanding of European modernity as the 
outcome of a historical learning process; hence, at a metanormative 
level, she views her own postmetaphysical and postsecular point of 
view as developmentally superior to traditional or religious points 
of view. And yet, as a participant in intercultural dialogue with 
those who do not share this postmetaphysical orientation, she is 
supposed to be open to learning from these others and in particu-
lar open to learning from them about her own Western biases. It 
is as if Habermas would have us say something like the following: 
“We believe that our modern European point of view represents a 
developmental advance over premodern or traditional forms of life, 
including your own. But, since we are fallibilists, we know that we 
could be wrong, so we’d like to engage in an open dialogue with you, 
who are not the beneficiaries of this historical legacy, to find out 
what we might learn from you.”

Such a stance, however, arguably places insuperable cognitive 
obstacles on Western participants in intercultural dialogue. A 
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Western participant who views, at a metanormative level, her own 
form of life as the outcome of a historical developmental learning 
process can be as open-minded and fallibilist as she likes; in the 
process of dialogue with non-Western others, she can never be sure 
whether she is disagreeing with the content of their views for good 
reasons or dismissing them out of hand because she views their 
adherents as developmentally inferior, as not yet having learned 
something that she now knows. This is not a matter of good or bad 
will on the part of the Western participant; it is simply a function 
of the logic of her own developmentalist metanormative position. 
Such a developmentalist account inevitably invites the temptation 
to view those who are designated as nonmodern as what Dipesh 
Chakrabarty calls “human embodiments of the principle of anach-
ronism.” The crucial point is this: viewing one’s dialogue partners 
in this way is not conducive to adopting a stance of dialogical open-
ness and inclusion.

So what sort of metanormative position does facilitate such 
a stance? Chakrabarty argues that in order to be truly open, an 
intercultural dialogue must be open-ended and nonteleological. As 
Chakrabarty puts it:

A dialogue can be genuinely open only under one condition: that no 
party puts itself in a position where it can unilaterally decide the 
final outcomes of the conversation. This never happens between the 
modern and the nonmodern because, however noncoercive the con-
versation between the transcendent academic observer and the sub-
altern who enters into a historical dialogue with him, this dialogue 
takes place within a field of possibilities that is already structured 
from the beginning in favor of certain outcomes.

A genuinely open dialogue between the modern and the subaltern 
requires, for Chakrabarty, “an openness so radical that I can express 
it only in Heideggerian terms: the capacity to hear that which one 
does not already understand.” This kind of openness requires 
moderns to be “open to the possibility of our thought systems . . . 
being rendered finite by the presence of the other.” But this 
requires a stance of humility about the grounding of our normative  
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commitments at the metanormative level, at the level of the 
thought systems and forms of understanding that undergird our 
normative principles.

Saba Mahmood captures this stance well in her reflections on her 
relationship as a feminist to the members of the Egyptian women’s 
piety movement that she studied for her anthropological fieldwork:

Do my political visions ever run up against the responsibility that 
I incur for the destruction of life forms so that “unenlightened” 
women may be taught to live more freely? Do I even fully compre-
hend the forms of life that I want so passionately to remake? Would 
an intimate knowledge of lifeworlds distinct from mine ever lead me 
to question my own certainty about what I prescribe as a superior 
way of life for others?

The end point of this line of questioning, for Mahmood, is the 
adoption of a stance of humility toward one’s own normative and 
political commitments, a humility that is rooted in an awareness 
of the limits and contingencies of the ways in which those commit-
ments are grounded. This awareness, in turn, facilitates a willing-
ness to have one’s own commitments destabilized in the encounter 
with other forms of life. For Mahmood, this mode of encounter-
ing the Other requires a particular epistemic (or what I would call 
metanormative) stance; this stance, in turn, is characterized by 
the epistemic virtue of humility, which demands the acceptance 
and acknowledgment of the finitude and contingency of my own 
form of life, and the suspension of the assumption that my form 
of life is superior to those of the cultural Others with whom I am 
in dialogue. Contra Habermas (TCA1, 107–120), Mahmood suggests 
not only that understanding another culture or form of life does 
not require that I take a yes-no position on the validity of its fun-
damental beliefs and practices, but that such a judgmental stance 
actively impedes understanding. Contra McCarthy, she contends 
that we are not compelled to regard any worldview that has not yet 
undergone the historicist enlightenment as inferior to ours in that 
respect. What we are compelled to do is to apply the insights of the 
historicist enlightenment more fully and self-reflexively to our own 



From Social Evolution to Multiple Modernities 77

view, to accept its finitude and contingencies by adopting a stance 
of humility toward it. This is the epistemic or metanormative stance 
required for the sort of genuine openness to subaltern others that 
is required if we are to decolonize critical theory. As I will argue 
in more detail in chapter 5, Adorno and Foucault offer important 
resources for further developing this notion of epistemic or meta-
normative humility.

The central puzzle of Habermas’s work is how he actually accom-
plishes his aim of putting critical theory on a secure normative 
footing. In this chapter, I have argued that his theory of social evo-
lution and the closely related theory of modernity, far from being 
outdated relics of Habermas’s early work, are crucial for solving 
this puzzle. No straightforward Kantian constructivist, Habermas 
maintains, in a neo-Hegelian fashion, that the norms embedded in 
our practices of communication and our modern, posttraditional 
form of life deserve our support insofar as they are the outcome 
of a sociocultural learning process. They are universal in a peculiar, 
and peculiarly Hegelian, sense: first not in the order of existence 
but rather in the order of explanation, inasmuch as they represent 
the inherent telos of the communicative use of language. Hence the 
form of life in which they are embedded and to which there is no 
viable alternative is understood as a cognitive advance over pre-
modern, traditional forms of life.

In answer to the question posed in the introduction to this  
chapter—is communicative ethics a theory of justice, a theory of 
universalist morality, or a metatheory of normative justification?—
my answer is: all of the above. Primarily, Habermas’s theory is a 
metanormative theory of justification, that is, a metaethical theory 
of moral epistemology. That theory of justification, in turn, grounds 
his universalist moral theory. What is less clear is how exactly 
Habermas understands the relationship between the metanorma-
tive and normative parts of his project. This chapter has presented 
three possible ways of understanding this relationship. First, the 
universalistic accounts of language, communicative rationality, and 
discourse ethics could serve to ground the rest of the normative 
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theory, including the theory of modernity. As I have argued, this is 
not, as is sometimes supposed, Habermas’s position, though it does 
roughly capture the structure of Rainer Forst’s avowedly Kantian 
constructivist view, which I discuss in more detail in chapter 4. As 
noted above and explored in more detail in chapter 4, a problem 
with this position is that it risks giving up on one of the central 
commitments of critical theory, its resolution to draw its norma-
tive perspective from within the existing social world. Taking up 
Habermas’s project in this neo-Kantian direction thus threatens 
to transform critical theory into a version of political philosophy 
as applied ethics. Second, the theory of modernity could play the 
role of justifying normativity; on this alternative, formal prag-
matics and discourse ethics would be construed in a much weaker 
sense, as elucidations of the linguistic or moral understanding of 
modern agents, that is, as an internal immanent reconstruction of 
aspects of a modern, rationalized lifeworld. This strategy, which 
is basically the strategy adopted by Axel Honneth, as I will argue in 
the next chapter, has the advantage of hewing more closely to the 
methodology of critical theory as immanent critique, but it has the 
disadvantage of entailing a much more contextualist metanorma-
tive position than Habermas wants to have. The third alternative, 
which is the one that I have defended in this chapter, views for-
mal pragmatics and the theory of modernity as providing mutual 
support for each other. This strategy not only also leads to worries 
about contextualism, since the methodology of rational recon-
struction has to presuppose the superiority of the point of view of 
modernity and hence Habermas can give no independent justifica-
tion of that standpoint; it also raises concerns about circularity. 
I suspect that this is why the most prominent post-Habermasian  
German Frankfurt School theorists have abandoned this strategy 
and instead chosen either a more straightforwardly Kantian (in the 
case of Forst) or more straightforwardly Hegelian (in the case of 
Honneth) path.

I will return to some of these conceptual and epistemological 
worries about contextualism in the final chapter. The important 
point for now is that once we see the crucial role that the theories of 
social evolution and modernity are playing in Habermas’s attempt 
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to ground the normative perspective of critical theory, it becomes 
clearer why he is so unwilling to give up his commitment to claims 
about the superiority of certain aspects of European modernity. It 
is not that he just so happens to be a big fan of the Enlightenment; 
rather, the idea that the Enlightenment represents a developmental 
advance over previous forms of life is doing a fair amount of justi-
ficatory, metanormative work for him. Hence he can’t really give 
up this commitment without rethinking his approach to grounding 
normativity. As I discussed above, one of the goals of Habermas’s 
theory of social evolution was to specify the historical conditions 
under which reflection on history became possible for us. As Haber-
mas has acknowledged in some of his recent work, colonialism and 
the so-called civilizing mission of the West are important features 
of those historical conditions. But Habermas does not push this 
crucial insight far enough. Situating our historically self-conscious 
philosophy within our own time requires something more than 
what Habermas supposed in the 1970s. It requires problematizing 
the historical story that positions European modernity as the out-
come of a developmental learning process, inasmuch as this story 
necessarily positions non- or premodern Others as cognitively and 
normatively inferior to “us.” It requires rethinking the relationship 
between our metanormative justificatory strategy and the stance 
that we take toward those we deem to be non- or premodern in 
intercultural dialogues that aim toward openness and inclusion. 
It may even require refraining from designating Others as non- or 
premodern in the first place, inasmuch as, as Chakrabarty reminds 
us, such designations may be nothing more than gestures of the 
powerful. If critical theory is to undertake the difficult work of 
decolonizing itself, it will need to scrutinize much more carefully 
the (post)colonial power investments of its own strategies for 
grounding normativity.



3
The Ineliminability of Progress?

h o n n e t h ’ s  h e g e l i a n  co n t e x t ua l i s m

Like Habermas, Axel Honneth has long been concerned with the 
problem of grounding the normative perspective of critical theory. 
Although both theorists share the general ambition of grounding 
critical theory’s normative perspective immanently, from within 
existing social reality, Honneth has criticized Habermas’s theory 
of communicative action for anchoring its normative perspective 
in an account of societal rationalization processes that take place 
behind the backs and above the heads of the individuals involved 
(CP, chap. 9). Such an approach fails to give critical theory a prethe-
oretical foothold in actual social life. By contrast, Honneth locates 
the source of innerworldly or intramundane transcendence in what 
he calls “pre-theoretical praxis,” that is, in the empirical experiences 
and attitudes of social actors, particularly their experiences of 
injustice (SDD, 64). With this shift in focus, the anchor for critical 
theory becomes the feeling of moral disrespect that accompanies 
experiences of misrecognition, and the normative core of critical 
theory shifts from the Habermasian idea of communication free 
from domination to that idea’s intersubjective and sociological pre-
conditions: namely, relations of social recognition.

Over the last twenty-five years, Honneth has developed his 
theory of recognition into a rich, productive, and comprehen-
sive paradigm for critical theory. His systematic presentation of 
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three distinct yet interrelated spheres of recognition—the family, 
legal rights, and social esteem—each with its distinctive role to 
play in the development of key aspects of individual autonomy— 
self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem—has enabled Hon-
neth to make contributions to a wide range of contemporary 
debates, ranging from theories of the self and the relevance of psy-
choanalysis for critical theory to the best way to critique contem-
porary capitalism and the conditions under which democracy can 
flourish. And yet, as with Habermas, Honneth’s strategy for ground-
ing the normativity of his theory of recognition is not entirely clear 
and is open to competing interpretations. In a perspicacious essay 
on Honneth’s early work, Christopher Zurn noted this unclarity.  
Honneth’s normative theory is grounded in a sociological analy-
sis of experiences of injustice and struggles for recognition; on 
the basis of this analysis, Honneth then offers an abstract formal 
conception of ethical life that attempts to spell out the necessary 
conditions for full ethical self-realization that can, in turn, serve as 
the normative standard for social critique. This “formal conception 
of ethical life” spells out “the entirety of intersubjective conditions 
that can be shown to serve as necessary preconditions for individ-
ual self-realization” (SR, 173). And yet, Zurn asks, “how is it possible 
for Honneth to defend his implicit claim that uncoerced, full self-
realization can serve as the critical yardstick for the social condi-
tions of the good life just because it can be abstracted as a structur-
ally necessary telos immanent in social relations of recognition?” 
How, in other words, do we know that the normative perspective 
that we reconstruct through a sociological analysis of struggles for 
recognition is itself valid and deserving of our support?

Zurn articulates three possible strategies that Honneth might 
adopt for responding to this question: the first is a constructiv-
ist strategy that links the formal conception of ethical life to the 
background conditions for Habermasian-style discourse ethics; 
the second is a historical, reconstructivist strategy that presents 
the formal conception of ethical life as the result of a directed pro-
cess of historical development; and the third is a philosophical- 
anthropological strategy that grounds the formal conception of 
ethical life in a universal conception of human nature. In his recent 
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work, Honneth has made it quite clear that he has no interest in 
pursuing the first strategy. However, as Zurn has suggested more 
recently, Honneth “has not yet settled decisively between the second 
and third options, but is still actively grappling with the problem.”

In what follows, I shall argue that Honneth’s main strategy for 
grounding normativity in his recent work is Zurn’s second option, 
that of historical, normative reconstruction though, as we will see, 
his philosophical anthropology does still play a role, if a somewhat 
problematic one. This historically reconstructivist strategy for 
grounding normativity leads Honneth to make strong claims about 
the centrality of the backward-looking idea of historical progress—
what I have been calling progress as a “fact”—for critical theory. For 
example, in a recent programmatic essay, Honneth claims that criti-
cal theory offers a version of ethical perfectionism in which “the 
normative goal of societies should consist in the reciprocal enabling 
of self-realization, although what favors this goal is grasped as 
the grounded result of a certain analysis of the process of human 
development” (CT, 795). In other words, what favors the normative 
goal that animates critical theory—“the reciprocal enabling of self- 
realization”—is that it is understood as the result of a developmen-
tal process. In this way, Honneth clearly roots the forward looking 
idea of progress as an imperative in a backward looking story about 
the process of historical progress or development that has led up to 
“us.” In his recent work, Honneth not only argues that the project 
of critical theory cannot be renewed today without the idea of his-
torical progress; he also maintains that this idea is ineliminable for 
anyone who takes a stand on political issues or events in their own 
time. In other words, the idea of historical progress is not only a 
normative necessity for critical theory if it is to avoid collapsing into 
relativism or conventionalism; it is also a practical-transcendental 
necessity—an unavoidable commitment—whenever we take a cer-
tain stance with respect to political struggles in our own time. This 
strategy and these claims raise deep and difficult questions about 
the relationship between the normativity of critical theory and the 
idea of historical progress, questions that I shall attempt to address 
in this chapter. As I see it, Honneth’s claim that the idea of histori-
cal progress is necessary for critical theory is not only plagued by 
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conceptual problems; it also leaves him vulnerable to the kinds of 
post- and decolonial objections that I discussed in chapters 1 and 2. 
To be clear: Honneth does not explicitly make any claims about the 
superiority of Western, industrialized, wealthy European and Amer-
ican democracies vis-à-vis non-Western societies. Nonetheless, it 
is a plausible inference from his progressive reading of the central 
practices and institutions of modern, Western societies to the claim 
that such societies are developmentally superior not only to the 
premodern, feudal European societies from which they emerged 
but also to other actually existing “premodern” or “nonmodern” 
societies. At the very least, and especially in light of Honneth’s  
stated aim of reanimating Hegel’s intertwining of theory and his-
tory, which was itself deeply marked by colonial commitments and 
logics, Honneth owes us an explanation for why he is not commit-
ted to such a claim. And, as we will see below, Honneth can escape 
such criticisms only at considerable cost to his own theory.

After laying out Honneth’s conception of historical progress and 
clarifying the role that this conception plays in his understanding 
of the methodology and aims of critical theory, I critically assess his 
arguments for the ineliminability of progress. I argue that Honneth  
fails to make the case for his practical-transcendental claim that 
critical theory requires a robust conception of historical progress. 
Moreover, drawing on the insights of queer postcolonial theory, I 
argue that it’s a good thing, too, since critical theorists ought to 
be skeptical of such a robust conception of progress and of the 
role that such a conception plays in undergirding the normativity 
of Honneth’s critical theory. Finally, I consider Honneth’s options 
for responding to the charge of Eurocentrism, each of which I find 
problematic. A far better way for critical theory to decolonize itself, 
as I shall argue in chapter 5, is through a thoroughgoing problema-
tization of the idea of historical progress.

PROGRE SS AND CRI T IC AL T HEORY

Honneth’s defense of the ineliminability of the idea of histori-
cal progress for critical theory is laid out clearly and succinctly in 
his essay titled “The Irreducibility [Unhintergebarkeit] of Progress: 
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Kant’s Account of the Relationship Between Morality and History.” 
In that essay, Honneth offers an original reading and defense of 
what he calls Kant’s unofficial or implicit philosophy of history and 
argues, following on this reading of Kant, that the acceptance of a 
certain understanding of progress is unavoidable for any theory that 
aims to be critical. Distinguishing between “system-conforming”  
and “system-bursting” aspects of Kant’s philosophy of history,  
Honneth identifies two aspects of the system-bursting or unof-
ficial conception of history found in Kant’s work. The first aspect 
concerns Kant’s normative justification for the idea of historical 
progress, that is to say, his account of why we have a right to this 
idea. The second aspect concerns his descriptive account of history 
as a progressive development. Only by drawing on both of these 
aspects of Kant’s system-bursting account of progress, Honneth 
argues, can his philosophy of history become relevant for us today. 
Together, these two system-bursting aspects of Kant’s account pres-
ent an understanding of progress as a cumulative but contingent 
and conflict-ridden learning process that, as Honneth says, “nec-
essarily shapes the historical self-understanding of the supporters 
of the Enlightenment” (IP, 18). In other words, all those who side 
with the political achievements and normative self-understandings 
of the Enlightenment must understand themselves as heirs to this 
learning process, a process that they also aim to advance through 
their own actions in their own time.

Kant famously held that we have a right to assume, as a regula-
tive principle, that human history is characterized by the progres-
sive development of humankind’s rational potential. Although 
Kant maintained that we cannot know the direction of history as a 
whole, since this lies beyond the bounds of our possible experience, 
he nevertheless is typically taken to have offered two different sorts 
of reasons for the claim that we have a right to assume or to posit 
a progressive understanding of human history. The first, theoreti-
cal, reason appeals to our cognitive interest in unifying our expe-
rience of the world, including the disordered events of the past. 
As a unifying a priori principle, Kant proposes the purposiveness 
of nature, which allows us to comprehend history “as a system” 
through which Nature uses evil to produce good, rather than as “a 
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planless conglomeration of human actions.” The second, practical, 
reason appeals to the role that the idea of historical progress plays 
in orienting our efforts to promote the highest good, which is our 
moral duty.

Kant’s theoretical and practical arguments are complicated, and 
they rely on controversial premises from his critical philosophy—I 
take it that this is what Honneth means by calling them “system-
conforming,” meaning that they conform to Kant’s critical system. 
I won’t go into the details of either argument here, however, since 
Honneth introduces them only by way of a contrast with a third—
unofficial, implicit, and largely unrecognized—justificatory argu-
ment for the idea of historical progress to be found in Kant’s writ-
ings. This unofficial, “system-bursting” argument does not rely on 
problematic presuppositions about the purposiveness of nature or 
about the possibility of uncovering synthetic a priori principles of 
pure practical reason, and in that sense it bursts the boundaries of 
Kant’s own critical system in a distinctly Hegelian fashion. Hon-
neth labels this third model “hermeneutic-explicative.” With this 
third model, Honneth writes:

Kant attempts to make intelligible or to explicate which concept of 
history someone who understands their own writerly activity as a 
contribution to a process of enlightenment would necessarily have 
to commit themselves to. A subject with such a self-understanding, 
so Kant wants to demonstrate, has no alternative than to understand 
the developmental process that precedes him as the gradual achieve-
ment of something better, and conversely to construe the time that 
still lies before him as an opportunity for further improvement. 
For the normative standards according to which this subject mea-
sures the moral quality of his current circumstances in his practi-
cal engagements demand from him that he judge the conditions of 
the past as inferior and the potential circumstances of the future  
as superior.                                                                                                          (IP, 8)

Unlike Kant’s other two arguments justifying the idea of historical 
progress, which are addressed to interpreters or observers of history, 
this hermeneutic-explicative argument is addressed to members  
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of an enlightened public who are participants in a process of moral-
political progress. Moreover, Honneth maintains, only with this 
third argument does Kant attempt to demonstrate, by means of a 
transcendental argument, the ineliminability of the idea of progress. 
In other words, whereas Kant’s other two arguments merely contend 
that we have a right to understand history in terms of progress, this 
argument purports to establish that simply by taking an affirma-
tive or a negative stance toward some event in their historical pres-
ent, individuals thereby necessarily and unavoidably commit them-
selves to viewing that event, first, as better than what came before 
it and, second, as potentially not as good as what will come after. 
When Kant’s contemporaries affirm the French Revolution, for 
example, “the standpoint of their historical consciousness shifts in 
the moment of affirmation because now they must unify all histori-
cally prior occurrences and circumstances in light of the most recent 
developments into a directed process in which the moral achieve-
ments of the present mark a successful intermediary stage” (IP, 10).

To be sure, for Kant, even this hermeneutic-explicative model of 
progress is still ultimately dependent upon his moral philosophy, 
for it is his moral philosophy that allows him to claim the moral 
legitimacy of the French Revolution. Nevertheless, Honneth main-
tains that, with this third model, Kant engages in a “moderate  
de-transcendentalization” of practical reason, that is to say, he 
situates practical reason historically, in that he understands “the 
hypothesis of progress as the product of a perspectival shift of the 
historical subject him or herself” (IP, 11). In so doing, Kant moves 
closer to Hegel’s account of the historical realization of practical 
reason, but without accepting Hegel’s own philosophy of history, 
which, on Honneth’s reading, is plagued by a commitment to an 
objective teleology. In that sense, Hegel’s philosophy of history 
is, according to Honneth, much more in step with Kant’s system-
conforming understanding of history, the one based on his philoso-
phy of nature. The core of this idea, and what protects this third 
Kantian argument from ending up in Hegel’s philosophy of history, 
is what Honneth calls the “hermeneutic thought that the chaotic 
multiplicity of history must appear as a directed process of prog-
ress only to those individuals who must historically situate themselves 
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in their present context in the interests of politico-moral improvement” 
(IP, 11, emphasis added).

Turning now to Kant’s descriptive account of historical progress, 
Honneth acknowledges Kant’s rather unfortunate tendency to pro-
duce a speculative philosophy of history in which even the most 
objectionable and repugnant aspects of our history can be seen as 
fulfilling Nature’s secret intention to secure our moral progress. 
And yet, he maintains, implicit in Kant’s writings is a second, sys-
tem-bursting descriptive account, analogous to his hermeneutic- 
explicative argument for the necessity of the idea of historical prog-
ress for those subjects who are committed to progressive social 
change. This alternative descriptive account construes progress not 
in terms of natural teleology but rather as a historical learning pro-
cess. The idea of a historical learning process presupposes that a cer-
tain aptitude for learning exists at the level of the species, and that 
each generation has the ability not only to repeat but also to enrich 
and build upon the heritage that it inherits from previous genera-
tions. On this model, knowledge is built cumulatively through the 
efforts of successive generations. “Once such a mechanism of learn-
ing spanning the generations is presupposed,” Honneth writes, 
“human history, taken as a whole, could therefore be understood 
as a cognitive process of progress: indeed, as the unfolding of moral 
rationalization” (IP, 14–15).

Moreover, Kant’s account of this learning process is not an overly 
idealized one. He concedes that this process of moral rationaliza-
tion faces formidable obstacles, in the form of what Honneth calls 
“counterforces” that serve as obstacles to historical learning. One of 
these counterforces, perhaps the most relevant for our discussion, 
is the human tendency to conform to conventional modes of think-
ing. Kant’s essay “What Is Enlightenment?” memorably opens with 
the claim that this tendency is exploited by powerful people who 
use their power to prevent their subordinates from making free and 
undistorted use of their own faculty of intelligence. “After the guard-
ians have first made their domestic cattle dumb and have made sure 
that these placid creatures will not dare take a single step without 
the harness of the cart by which they are confined,” Kant writes, “the 
guardians then show them the danger which threatens if they try 
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to go alone.” In other words, dominant groups employ techniques 
designed to prevent their subordinates from types of learning that 
would undermine the legitimacy of the existing system of domi-
nance and subordination. Hence, relations of social and cultural 
domination are obstacles to historical learning processes, and the 
ubiquity of such power relations makes the historical realization of 
reason a “deeply discontinuous process” (IP, 16). There is, however, in 
Honneth’s view, an antidote to this counterforce, because

moral attainments with universalistic validity necessarily leave 
traces in social memory. This is because events of such magnitude, 
which affectively touch on the “interests of humanity,” can no lon-
ger fall into oblivion with respect to the species’ learning capacity. 
The result is that, like stages or degrees, they mark a progress in the 
process of a future emancipation of humanity that is irreducible.

(IP, 17)

In other words, once achieved, certain stages of progress cannot be 
abandoned at will; they are irreversible not in the sense that they 
cannot be undone but rather in the sense that any deviation from 
those achievements must necessarily be viewed as a regression.

Moreover, progress is understood as a process of expanding 
social rationalization, whereby existing relations of power and 
domination and other pathological deformations of reason are 
progressively overcome. As was the case for Habermas, progress is 
thus understood as a process of historical development whereby a 
socially instantiated reason is progressively purified of power rela-
tions. Honneth maintains, further, that critical theory must be 
grounded in some notion of a basic interest in a progressive realiza-
tion of socially instantiated reason, through which reason gradu-
ally becomes less pathological by disentangling itself from power 
relations. “Without a realistic concept of ‘emancipatory interest’ 
that puts at its center the idea of an indestructible core of rational 
responsiveness on the part of subjects,” Honneth writes, “the criti-
cal project will have no future” (SPR, 41–42). Like Kant, Honneth  
believes that this realization of reason is possible only at the 
social—rather than the individual—level. Hence, critical theory, 
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in Honneth’s view, “relies on the possibility of viewing history with 
reason as its guiding thread” (SPR, 20).

In his unofficial, system-bursting philosophy of history, Honneth  
argues, Kant provides us with a way of viewing history with reason 
as its guiding thread by motivating a belief in “a process towards 
the better, one that takes the shape of [a] learning process that is 
repeatedly violently interrupted, but that can never really be fully 
halted” (IP, 17). Kant offers a teleological account of directed his-
torical progress, but, unlike Hegel’s, his teleology is not an objec-
tive teleology governed by the unfolding of spirit over the heads 
and behind the backs of actors. Rather, it is “a construction that 
subjects acting in the sense of enlightenment must achieve in order 
to gain a clear consciousness of the historical place of their own 
projects” (IP, 17). Moreover, Honneth maintains that this idea of a 
teleological, directed learning process “necessarily shapes the his-
torical self-understanding of the supporters of the Enlightenment” 
(IP, 18, emphasis added). Following Kant’s transcendental argu-
ment, Honneth maintains that “all those who actively side with the 
moral achievements of the Enlightenment are thus forced to see 
the history preceding them as a conflict-ridden learning process, 
which, as heirs of this process, they have to continue in their own 
time” (IP, 18).

In other words, just as Kant’s contemporaries who cheered on 
the French Revolution were thereby compelled to see that event as 
an intermediary stage in a directed process of moral-political devel-
opment, those of us who today affirm the expansion of marriage 
rights for gays and lesbians (if we do so affirm them) are similarly 
compelled to view this development as an intermediary stage in a 
directed historical process of moral-political progress. I will return 
to a more detailed discussion of this issue below, but for now please 
note that I phrase this point hypothetically because I do not want 
to overlook the importance of the queer-left critique of gay mar-
riage on the grounds that it fails to challenge the deep structures of 
heteronormativity and thereby institutes a homonormativity that 
contributes to the marginalization of those sexual minorities who 
do not approximate the heterosexual norm. This is an important 
critique that must be reckoned with by anyone who wishes to hold 
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up the expansion of marriage rights as evidence of moral or politi-
cal progress, even if we restrict our notion of progress to the his-
torically and contextually limited notion of progress in history that 
I outlined in chapter 1. My aim, however, is not to settle that debate 
but rather to focus on a different but, as it will turn out, not unre-
lated question: Supposing that we do wish to affirm the expansion 
of marriage rights to gays and lesbians, to what, if any, conception 
of progress are we thereby committed? Are we thereby commit-
ted to a robust notion of historical progress, that is, to a backward- 
looking claim about progress as a historical “fact,” a claim that 
regards our form of ethical life as being in some way superior to 
those that preceded it? This is the question that Honneth’s work 
poses and, as I will discuss below, the queer-left critique of gay 
marriage offers good reasons for critical theorists to be wary of  
Honneth’s contention that such an affirmation would commit us to 
this robust conception of historical progress.

SOCIAL FREEDOM A S PROGRESS

Before returning to the issue of gay marriage in the next section, I 
first want to examine Honneth’s turn to Hegel to put some social-
theoretical meat on the bones of Kant’s system-bursting, unofficial 
philosophy of history. This turn, articulated in Honneth’s recently 
published magnum opus, Freedom’s Right, is motivated in part by 
his diagnosis of what he regards as a major weakness of contempo-
rary political philosophy, namely, its focus on abstract normative 
rules or principles, divorced from an understanding of the norms 
that prevail in given practices and institutions. In other words, 
even as his methodological approach to the philosophy of history 
draws more on Kant than on Hegel, Honneth is sharply critical of 
the Kantian nature of much recent work in political philosophy, 
which strives to stipulate freestanding normative principles that 
can then be used as standards to judge the normative legitimacy of 
existing social orders. Like Raymond Geuss and Bernard Williams, 
though for somewhat different reasons and with different effects, 
Honneth rejects this applied ethics approach to political theory. 
Convinced by Hegel’s “impotence of the mere ought” objection to 
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Kant, Honneth argues that rather than positing abstract norma-
tive ideals, critical theory must seek to build on the normativity 
inherent in existing social reality. Hence, it must be anchored in 
a fine-grained, historically sensitive, social-theoretical analysis of 
that social reality. Honneth’s recent work thus attempts to revive 
and update Hegel’s ethical-political project of unifying normative 
and empirical-social projects “by demonstrating the largely rational 
character of the institutional reality of his time, while conversely 
showing moral rationality to have already been realized in core 
modern institutions” (FR, 2).

There are four fundamental methodological premises in Free-
dom’s Right: first, the reproduction of society hinges on shared fun-
damental normative ideals and values; second, the theory of justice 
draws its normativity from those values and ideals; third, the meth-
odology of the theory of justice is therefore that of normative recon-
struction; but, fourth, this does not amount to solely an apology 
for the status quo because there is always room for criticism of the 
ways in which values and ideals that are universally shared (within a 
particular society) are imperfectly realized (FR, 3–10). The first two 
methodological premises are indicative of Honneth’s commitment 
to the project of immanent critique, insofar as they show that he 
locates the normative resources on which his critical theory depends 
in the shared fundamental norms and values that are instantiated 
in existing social institutions. In other words, unlike neo-Kantians 
such as his Frankfurt colleague Rainer Forst, whose work I will dis-
cuss in more detail in the next chapter, Honneth refuses to base 
his normative project on a constructivist justification of abstract, 
“transcendent” normative principles. Moreover, Honneth insists 
that such a constructivist justification of norms “becomes superflu-
ous once we can prove that the prevailing values are normatively 
superior to historically antecedent social ideals or ‘ultimate val-
ues.’ ” “Of course,” Honneth continues, “such an immanent proce-
dure ultimately entails an element of historical-teleological think-
ing, but this type of historical teleology is ultimately inevitable” 
(FR, 5). Here, Honneth makes clear that he not only believes that 
some sort of commitment to historical teleology is inevitable for 
critical theory, but also thinks that historical teleological thinking  
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plays a role in securing the validity of the normative principles and 
commitments that we find in our existing social world, for such 
thinking renders constructivist attempts to ground normativity 
“superfluous.” In other words, the idea of historical teleology or 
progress plays a key role in Honneth’s metanormative position. I 
will return to this issue in the next section.

Guided by this understanding of the relationship between 
normativity and historical progress, Honneth’s methodological 
approach in Freedom’s Right is one of normative reconstruction. 
Note that this methodology is distinct from, though not wholly 
unrelated to, the method of rational reconstruction employed by 
Habermas, discussed in chapter 2. Whereas Habermasian rational 
reconstruction aims to reconstruct the implicit know-how of com-
petent communicative actors to yield putatively universal features 
of the pragmatic use of language, Honneth’s normative reconstruc-
tion starts with values and norms that have been immanently 
justified through historical learning processes—that is, with the 
values that are embodied in our enduring social institutions and 
practices—and then, in turn, analyzes existing institutions and 
practices in light of the degree to which they embody and realize 
values that have been socially legitimated through those historical 
learning processes. The central argument of Freedom’s Right is that 
the one value that has been the most important for structuring the 
social order of Western modernity is the idea of freedom under-
stood as autonomy. As Honneth explains: “No social ethic and no 
social critique seems capable of transcending the horizon opened 
up two centuries ago by linking the conception of justice to the idea 
of autonomy” (FR, 16). Freedom thus serves as the normative foun-
dation for all particular conceptions of justice and this realization 
“represents the outcome of a centuries-long learning process” (FR, 
17). Honneth continues:

This fusion between conceptions of justice and the idea of autonomy 
represents an achievement of modernity that can only be reversed 
at the price of cognitive barbarism.  .  .  . This teleological perspec-
tive, an inevitable element of modernity’s self-understanding, strips 
the above-described fact [that is, the fact of the tight connection 
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between justice and freedom] of its contingent historical character. 
For reasons that claim universal validity, we can now regard the idea 
of individual self-determination as the normative point of reference 
for all modern conceptions of justice.                                            (FR, 17–18)

In other words, the teleological understanding of history, which 
is itself a feature of modernity’s own self-understanding, allows 
Honneth to argue not only that justice and freedom are linked 
in modernity but that they ought to be, precisely because this 
link represents progress over premodern normative political self- 
understandings, and the reversal of this link would signal a return 
to cognitive barbarism.

The first part of Honneth’s book traces the historical unfolding 
of the idea of freedom, from incomplete understandings of nega-
tive freedom and reflexive freedom, to the culmination of this 
unfolding in the idea of social freedom. Basically this is the story 
of the historical development of the idea of freedom from Hobbes 
and Locke through Rousseau and Kant to Hegel. In good Hegelian 
fashion, the idea of social freedom incorporates and builds upon 
negative and reflexive freedom, while avoiding the one-sidedness 
of each conception. Social freedom refers to a situation in which 
individual intentions are not only negatively free of external influ-
ence (as required by negative freedom) and autonomously and 
reflexively determined (as required by reflexive freedom), but also 
mirrored in and supported by existing social reality. Hegel initially 
introduces the idea of social freedom for reasons rooted in his logic; 
hence, he argues that the idea of negative freedom is incomplete 
because it leaves out subjectivity, that is, the subject’s capacity for 
self-determination, and the idea of reflexive freedom is incomplete 
because it leaves out objectivity, that is, the objective social condi-
tions needed to realize freedom. Although Honneth endorses this 
argument, he also maintains that the case for social freedom does 
not stand or fall with it. That is to say, considerations of Hegelian 
logic aside, Honneth maintains that Hegel “is right that we can-
not experience ourselves as free as long as the preconditions for 
the implementation of our autonomous aims cannot be found in 
external reality” (FR, 47).
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Like Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, then, Honneth’s Freedom’s Right 
reconstructs not our ethical or moral ideals or principles but rather 
our form of ethical life (Sittlichkeit), the social conditions in which 
our normative conception of freedom can be realized. The bulk of 
the book offers a historical and social-theoretical reconstruction 
of the ways in which freedom has been progressively realized and 
institutionalized in the major institutions of modern European 
society, including the family, the market, and the state. To be sure, 
Honneth acknowledges, we can no longer share Hegel’s supreme 
confidence that the historical process by means of which rational 
freedom is gradually and progressively realized is necessary and 
inevitable. Hegel’s confidence about this was, on Honneth’s view, 
grounded in his objective teleology, and it was this confidence that 
assured him that by reconstructing our modern form of ethical life, 
he was reconstructing something of value, something that carries 
normative weight. This is the kind of optimism about historical 
progress that Honneth thinks we can no longer share. Neverthe-
less, he maintains, we can still share enough of Hegel’s confidence 
about our judgments about the direction of historical progress to 
underwrite our normative projects, even after we strip his norma-
tive reconstruction of its metaphysical foundations and objective 
teleology. Indeed, not only can we share some of Hegel’s confidence 
about progress, we must do so insofar as we find ourselves commit-
ted to the validity of our core social institutions. Once again, Hon-
neth offers a transcendental argument for the necessity of a belief 
in historical progress, though here the argument is slightly differ-
ent from the one articulated in the previous section. According to 
this slightly different version of the argument, the fact that subjects 
“actively preserve and reproduce free institutions” gives us “theo-
retical evidence of their historical value” insofar as through their 
very allegiance to and preservation of those institutions, subjects 
indicate that they view them as worthy of their allegiance, because 
they are the outcome of a process of historical progress (FR, 59). In 
other words, Honneth draws on the Hegelian notion of objective 
spirit, insofar as he assumes that what explains the continued exis-
tence of the core institutions of modernity is the fact that subjects 
“can view them as justified in principle” (FR, 184).
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Although he leaves open the question of whether or not Hegel’s 
view allowed for the possibility of revolutionary change in the 
form of ethical life, Honneth acknowledges that the predominant 
tendency in Hegel’s work is to view the historical process of real-
izing freedom as having been completed and to understand the 
social institutions of his own time as representing the “culmina-
tion of the moral history of humanity” (FR, 62). In other words, 
Honneth identifies in Hegel’s work a tendency toward a problem-
atic status quo bias. Recall that the fourth methodological prem-
ise of Freedom’s Right holds that normative reconstruction is not 
biased toward the status quo insofar as it offers room for criticism 
of the imperfect realization of ideals and values. With respect to 
Hegel’s assumption that the institutions of his own time represent 
the culmination of the moral history of humanity, Honneth wryly 
observes, “Of course, in attempting to pick up Hegel’s project 
again after two hundred years, we know better” (FR, 62). Hence, 
Honneth’s goal is not to attempt to reconstruct the elements of 
social freedom per se or for all time, but rather to identify the ele-
ments of a culture of freedom “for the brief moment of a historical 
epoch,” something like the epoch of late, Western modernity (FR, 
64). That is the goal of Freedom’s Right, which proceeds through 
a historical and sociological reconstruction of the emergence and 
institutionalization of negative legal freedoms and reflexive moral 
freedom, both of which enable but do not fully realize freedom, to 
the idea of social freedom, which refers to the full realization of 
freedom in the major institutions of society (the family, the mar-
ket, and the state).

Honneth’s empirically rich and substantive historical and soci-
ological reconstruction of the major institutions of modern soci-
ety takes up the majority of this substantial book. Although there 
is much in that reconstruction that is worthy of discussion, and 
although I discuss Honneth’s treatment of the expansion of mar-
riage rights in the institution of the family below, for the most part, 
I restrict my focus to an assessment of Honneth’s methodology of 
normative reconstruction, and leave aside the details of his pic-
ture of the core institutions of modern society. Hence, in the next 
section, I focus my critical attention on Honneth’s transcendental 
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argument(s) for the idea of historical progress and on the resulting 
status quo bias in his methodology.

T HE INELIMINABILI T Y OF PROGRE SS?

As we have already seen, Honneth actually offers two slightly differ-
ent transcendental arguments for the claim that a belief in progress 
is ineliminable, though he doesn’t explicitly mark the difference 
between the two. In the first and weaker version of the argument, 
which appears in his essay on Kant’s philosophy of history, Honneth 
maintains that those who explicitly endorse the moral or political 
developments of their own time—that is, those who are not merely 
historical observers or interpreters but rather participants in and 
supporters of a process of enlightenment—are necessarily commit-
ted to the idea of historical progress, and, in particular, they are 
committed to seeing the events in their own time as intermediate 
stages in a conflict-ridden and discontinuous but unstoppable his-
torical learning process. Presumably Honneth believes that critical 
theorists count as participants in and supporters of the Enlighten-
ment in this sense; hence, this argument should be taken to imply 
that critical theorists are so committed. In the second version, 
which appears in Freedom’s Right, Honneth makes the substantially 
stronger claim that all those who actively take part in the repro-
duction of the core social institutions of modernity thereby can be 
assumed to view them as justified and thus (for the same reasons 
cited above) as the outcome of a historical learning process.

With respect to Honneth’s first argument, I’m not convinced that 
it is in fact the case that by siding with a current historical event, we 
thereby commit ourselves to a robust conception of historical prog-
ress. Certainly we commit ourselves to the view that we regard the 
event in question as the best of the available alternatives. But even 
if we are thereby committed to the claim that choosing this alterna-
tive would constitute progress in a forward-looking sense—that is, 
that it would be better than the present state of affairs, the status 
quo—this does not necessarily commit us to a backward-looking 
story according to which the present state of affairs is an intermedi-
ary stage in a directed process of sociocultural learning. All that we 
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are committed to is the thought that the event in question is better 
than available alternatives. Indeed, such a commitment need not 
even entail any commitment to a forward-looking notion of prog-
ress. It may well be that we regard all of the available alternatives 
as bad or problematic in some sense, even when compared to the 
status quo, and that the one that we favor is merely the least bad or 
least problematic option among those alternatives. To be sure, in 
making judgments about which of the available alternatives are bet-
ter and which are worse, we are appealing, implicitly or explicitly, to 
some normative standard or value that justifies such a judgment. 
In that sense, we may well be committed implicitly to the possibility 
of progress as a forward-looking moral or political imperative, that 
is, to the very idea that things could be better than they presently 
are. But from this it does not follow that we are committed to hold-
ing that whichever option we favor among the available alternatives 
would in fact constitute progress over the status quo; nor does it fol-
low that we are committed to a backward-looking claim about how 
the present state of affairs is normatively superior to historically 
antecedent ideals or values.

So, to return to the example mentioned above, if I side with the 
expansion of marriage rights for gays and lesbians, I am thereby 
committed to the claim that legally recognized gay marriage is bet-
ter than certain alternatives that are currently on the table, where 
those alternatives might range from the abolition of marriage alto-
gether to a separate but equal system of civil unions to the criminal-
ization of homosexuality. I am also, implicitly or explicitly, appeal-
ing to some normative principle or value—say, the value of formal 
equality or equal protection under the law or even the expansion of 
the institutionalization of social freedom or of prevailing structures 
of social and legal recognition—that I take to justify that claim. This 
may very well mean that I am committed to some understanding of 
the possibility of moral or political progress, that is, to the idea that 
an expansion of marriage rights would constitute a further realiza-
tion of a certain conception of equality and that this would be a 
good or desirable thing. But why should I think that by appealing to 
this normative principle and to the expansion of marriage rights as 
a further realization of it that I am thereby committed to the much 
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stronger claim that the historical form of life that gave rise to such a 
principle and its expansion and realization is the result of a cumula-
tive, directed, transhistorical, sociocultural learning process? Such 
a commitment does not seem to be at all necessary in order to jus-
tify my stance on gay marriage. On the contrary, a commitment 
such as this is doing a different kind of normative work, namely, 
the work of justifying my normative principles themselves. I will 
discuss this point in more detail in the next section.

Before I get to that, however, I want to extend some of my argu-
ments from chapter 1, and argue that any theory that purports to 
be critical should be extremely wary of such robust claims to prog-
ress as a historical “fact,” that is, to backward-looking conceptions 
of progress that understand history as a learning process that has 
led up to “us.” In order to see why this is the case, let’s examine the 
issue of gay marriage in more detail. This example plays an impor-
tant role in Honneth’s normative reconstruction of the realization 
of social freedom in (European) modernity, particularly in his dis-
cussion of intimate relationships. In that context, Honneth cites 
the cultural and legal recognition of homosexual relationships and 
the push for the expansion of marriage rights to homosexuals as 
the culmination of a progressive “democratization” of romantic 
love that has taken place over the last two centuries (FR, 144). In 
recent years, in the wake of the so-called sexual revolution that 
began in the 1960s—characterized by the legalization of birth con-
trol, increasing toleration for homosexuality, the integration of 
women into the work force, flexible divorce laws, and the lifting of 
taboos on pre- and extramarital sex—the traditional nuclear family 
has been deinstitutionalized and intimate relationships have been 
rendered more autonomous (FR, 145). As a result, Honneth con-
tends, “in contemporary Western societies, intimate relationships 
of limited duration now represent for all mature subjects, regard-
less of their sexual orientation, a possibility of personal attachment 
in its own right. We are both legally and culturally free to attach 
ourselves to men or women to whom we are sexually and emotion-
ally attracted” (FR, 145).

However, such intimate relationships come, in Honneth’s view, 
with certain normative obligations that are designed to “guarantee  
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the identity of these relationships beyond the immediate moment” 
(FR, 145). Because individuals who enter into intimate relation-
ships expect to be loved for who they are, and because who they are 
changes over time, intimate relationships have a future-oriented 
character: they involve a commitment to love the person that one’s 
partner will become, and an expectation to be loved by one’s part-
ner for the person that one will become. This commitment must 
ultimately be grounded in a shared history as a couple; hence, inti-
mate love relationships “represent a pact to form a community 
of memory [Erinnerungsgemeinschaft] in which looking back on a 
commonly shared history should be so encouraging and motivat-
ing as to last longer than the changes in both partners’ personali-
ties” (FR, 146–147).

In Honneth’s view, both homosexual and heterosexual couples 
can fulfill these norms governing intimate relationships, but homo-
sexual couples, despite being culturally and legally tolerated, are 
still at a “decisive disadvantage compared to heterosexual couples” 
inasmuch as “they still are not able to legally marry, and thus have 
no legal opportunity to commit to the economic security of the 
partner who does not earn an income” (FR, 149). Although such 
couples are capable of experiencing social freedom in their intimate 
partnerships—by finding themselves fully at home in another, in 
particular by having their physical and emotional needs and integ-
rity protected by their partner—they receive no protection from 
the state in the event that their relationship dissolves. However, 
Honneth optimistically maintains that the historical trend is such 
that the “source of the reasons used to justify excluding homosex-
ual couples from the legal privileges of officially sanctioned mar-
riage will dry up” (FR, 150), and the only options that will remain 
will be either abolishing marriage altogether or extending marriage 
rights to all intimate life partnerships.

By emphasizing the normative obligations, shared past, and 
future-oriented character of intimate relationships, Honneth’s 
discussion clearly takes committed, monogamous, long-term rela-
tionships as the paradigm cases for intimate relationships. More-
over, he maintains that such relationships play a crucial social 
role inasmuch as they protect the natural neediness of individuals  
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and thus provide “a specific experience of mutual recognition 
from which they derive elementary self-confidence” (FR, 154; cf. 
SR, 95–107); in this way, they serve as the foundation of our mod-
ern form of ethical life and its expression of social freedom. As a 
result of these claims, Honneth seems vulnerable to the queer-left 
criticism that his defense of gay marriage as a further step in the 
democratization of romantic love is both heteronormative—in that 
it implicitly privileges a bourgeois-romantic conception of hetero-
sexual marriage—and homonormative—in that it implicitly privi-
leges those queer relationships that most closely approximate this  
heterosexual norm.

However, I want to focus on a different problem here, a problem 
that emerges implicitly when we consider Honneth’s account of gay 
marriage in light of his claims about progress as a historical “fact.” 
If, as Honneth argues in his essay on Kant’s philosophy of history, 
by cheering on the expansion of marriage rights to gays and lesbi-
ans in our own time we are thereby necessarily committed to view-
ing this shift as an intermediate stage in a directed sociocultural 
learning process and if this learning process is understood as his-
torical progress in a robust sense, then it seems to me that Honneth 
is implicitly committed to claiming that the expansion of marriage 
rights within European and American contexts not only constitutes 
progress for us, by our lights, but also serves as evidence that “our” 
late modern, European-American form of ethical life is superior to 
those forms of life that do not tolerate or accept gay marriage. I want 
to emphasize that this is a claim about what Honneth is implicitly 
committed to as a result of the structure of his argument; I’m not 
saying that he actually argues for this point. As a matter of fact, his 
whole analysis of intimate relationships and of social freedom in 
Freedom’s Right is confined to the European and American context. 
However, read in light of his claim that a commitment to a robust 
conception of historical progress is ineliminable for critical theory 
and is invoked whenever we support a social or political develop-
ment in our own time, Honneth’s analysis of intimate relationships 
suggests that he views the expansion of marriage rights and the 
cultural recognition of (certain forms of) homosexual partnerships 
as indications of the stage of development or learning of a form of 
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ethical life. In other words, it suggests that he thinks that societ-
ies that recognize (certain kinds of) homosexual relationships have 
progressed further and learned more than those that have not.

But, you might be wondering, what’s wrong with that? After all, 
it is not at all uncommon for people to respond to skepticism about 
the notion of historical progress by saying something like: “Of course 
there is historical progress! Look at the situation of women, or gays 
and lesbians. Are you saying that the liberation of women and the 
cultural recognition of gays and lesbians don’t count as instances of 
historical progress? How could someone who calls herself a progres-
sive or a feminist possibly say such a thing?” In order to get a grip 
on why we should be hesitant to understand the legal and cultural 
recognition of homosexual relationships, for example, as evidence 
for a robust conception of historical progress, we have to think 
about the ways that heteronormativity and nationalism have inter-
twined over the last twenty years to form what Jasbir Puar calls 
homonationalism. As Puar argues, homonationalism takes several 
forms, but one of those forms is what she calls an American and 
European “sexual exceptionalism.” If “exceptionalism” denotes 
the “process whereby a national population comes to believe in its 
own superiority and its own singularity,” then sexual exceptional-
ism is the process whereby greater cultural and legal recognition for 
homosexuality is taken as an implicit justification of American and 
European cultural—historical—superiority. The central claim of 
Puar’s critique of homonationalism is this: “The historical and con-
temporaneous production of an emergent normativity, homonor-
mativity, ties the recognition of homosexual subjects, both legally 
and representationally, to the national and transnational political 
agendas of US imperialism.” Homonormativity refers to a sexual 
politics that does not challenge but rather embraces dominant 
heteronormative cultural forms, including domesticity, consump-
tion, and reproduction. The intertwining of homonormativity 
and cultural (not to mention political) imperialism means that the 
attribution of a cultural or moral backwardness—that is, a lack of 
sociocultural learning or development—to those cultures or societ-
ies that do not legally recognize homosexual subjects is central to 
homonationalism. Puar’s aim is not to determine whether or not the  
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Western cultures are indeed exceptional—though one gets the dis-
tinct sense that she rather doubts it—but rather to illustrate the 
ways in which such claims to exceptionalism intertwine with unex-
amined assumptions about race, nationality, religious identity, and 
class. In the European context, for example, she argues that

gay marriage .  .  . has become a steep but necessary insurance pre-
mium, . . . whereby an otherwise ambivalent if not hostile populace 
can guarantee that extra bit of security that is bought by yet another 
marker in the distance between barbarism and civilization, one that 
justifies further targeting of a perversely sexualized and racialized 
Muslim population . . . who refuse to properly assimilate, in contrast 
to the upright homosexuals engaged in sanctioned kinship norms.

Homonationalism in both the United States and Europe is thus 
characterized by a double movement: certain homonormative 
forms of homosexuality are embraced, to the exclusion of other sex-
ual minorities, especially racially or ethnically marked or working-
class queers; and this inclusion is then used as a justification for our 
cultural superiority to those racialized cultural or religious others 
who do not accept or even tolerate homosexuality. Homonational-
ism not only underwrites the judgment that these other cultures 
are backward, thus reinforcing informal imperialism; it also serves 
to disavow homophobia in the United States and Europe by project-
ing it onto other spaces.

In other words, summing up Puar’s critique, viewing the legaliza-
tion of gay marriage as evidence of our own position in a directed, 
progressive historical learning process seems to implicate us in a 
culturally imperialist logic according to which our support for gay 
marriage is evidence of our superiority over those “backward” 
forms of ethical life that don’t recognize or tolerate gay marriage. 
Not only does this logic split queers by conferring recognition only 
on those who most closely approximate the heterosexual norm, it 
also amounts to an attempt to take a stand against one form of 
domination—the subordination of gays and lesbians—by enact-
ing another—informal or cultural imperialism. Hence, not only 
does this perspective seem to presuppose a hegemonic, straight, 
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heteronormative point of view (from which gay marriage looks 
like progress), it also represents a failure to think intersectionally 
about domination and subordination in a transnational frame. To 
be clear: I am not claiming that this is a reason to be opposed to gay 
marriage. In this sense I would not go as far as Puar, who views gay 
marriage as a “conservative victor[y] at best, if at all.” I don’t want 
to take a position on this debate here. All I am saying is that if one 
is in favor of the expansion of marriage rights for gays and lesbians 
then that need not—indeed, should not, for the reasons elaborated 
by Puar—commit one to a belief in a robust, backward-looking con-
ception of historical progress, that is, to a conception of progress as 
a historical “fact.” In other words, what I am suggesting is that the 
intersection of pro–gay marriage arguments and cultural imperial-
ism gives us a reason to resist Honneth’s claim that being in favor 
of gay marriage requires me to view it as evidence that the United 
States and Europe, for example, are at an intermediary stage in a 
directed historical learning process, since this implies that those 
societies that do not allow gay marriage are backward or inferior 
to us, at least in this respect, and this is a judgment that evinces an 
imperialist sensibility. Just to be clear: this does not mean that we 
should not say, for example, that we think that societies that crimi-
nalize homosexuality are wrong. As I suggested in my discussion of 
Habermas in chapter 2, there’s an important difference between 
disagreeing with someone and judging them to be backward. To 
disagree with someone is to treat them as a moral contemporary; 
to judge them to be backward or developmentally inferior is not.

With respect to Honneth’s second version of the transcendental 
argument, the one that asserts that the fact that the core institu-
tions of society are reproduced indicates that they are viewed as 
legitimate, and that viewing them as legitimate entails a commit-
ment to historical progress, this version seems to turn on a highly 
questionable assumption about how much can be read into the 
reproduction and maintenance of existing social institutions. Of 
course, we could agree that, as Bernard Williams has put the point, 
“any human group living in a moderately stable social order under 
peace shares some set of ethical understandings, some rules and 
concepts that govern their relations.” But how far does this get us? 



104 The Ineliminability of Progress?

After all, can’t individuals reproduce and maintain existing social 
institutions for all sorts of reasons, even while retaining a belief in 
the illegitimacy of those very institutions? Can’t they even repro-
duce and maintain existing institutions unreflectively, for no par-
ticular reason at all other than that this is just the way things are or 
what one does? Here the case of gay marriage is once again illus-
trative. If, as Judith Butler has argued, subjects who do not com-
ply with a heteronormative conception of how sex, gender, sexual 
desire, and sexual practices are supposed to coincide (with males 
performing masculinity and desiring and having sex with females 
who perform femininity, and vice versa) are thereby rendered unin-
telligible and unrecognizable, then individuals may well uphold  
heterosexual marriage simply because to do otherwise is to risk a 
kind of social death. Moreover, and more pragmatically, it is entirely 
possible for individuals, whether gay or straight, to decide to marry 
in order to obtain health insurance or tax benefits, to secure paren-
tal or adoption rights or other pragmatic social goods, all the while 
believing that marriage is a deeply problematic and even illegitimate 
social institution. I’ve even attended weddings where couples have 
engaged in a lengthy critique of the institution of marriage during 
their exchange of vows, as a form of public protest against the insti-
tution in which they are at that moment reproducing. (Admittedly, 
these were the weddings of academics. Still.) But if this is the case, 
then it follows that a belief in the legitimacy of social institutions 
cannot be read off of their maintenance and reproduction in any 
straightforward manner.

Furthermore, the maintenance and reproduction of institutions 
and practices that embody certain normative commitments can also 
be viewed, as Honneth well knows, in Foucaultian terms as a func-
tion of the internalization and inculcation of disciplinary power 
relations. As Williams puts this point, articulating what he calls 
“the critical theory principle”: “Acceptance of a justification does 
not count if the acceptance itself is produced by the coercive power 
which is supposedly being justified.” Indeed, the idea that there is 
often a significant gap between de facto and genuine acceptance of 
the legitimacy of existing social institutions has long been seen as 
central to the very idea of a critical theory. In his discussion of the 
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modern democratic, constitutional state, Honneth acknowledges 
this Foucaultian point about the maintenance and reproduction of 
social institutions, but ultimately rejects it on normative grounds. 
Following Habermas, Honneth understands the democratic consti-
tutional state not as an idealized moral concept that outstrips social 
reality, but rather as “merely the historical outcome of a conception 
that has been accepted within Western Europe ever since the days 
of the French Revolution” (FR, 306). Honneth admits that it is pos-
sible to view the democratic constitutional state in a different way, 
as “a large organization concerned solely with the expansion of its 
own power” (FR, 307). Following Habermas, Honneth considers 
this to be taking up a radically external perspective on the state, as 
opposed to an internal, reconstructive perspective. Although such 
an external perspective has the advantage of “being immune to any 
illusions,” it nevertheless deprives us of the possibility of taking up 
a normative perspective on the state (FR, 307). Why should this be 
the case? The answer, for Honneth, is that normativity can be found 
only within the existing social world. As such, it can be accessed 
only via an internal reconstruction—that is, a reconstruction from 
the first-person point of view of a participant in a normatively 
structured social reality—of the ideals and values that are embod-
ied in the existing institutions and practices that are central to 
one’s society. In other words, only by taking up an internally, first-
person or participant-oriented, normative perspective on the state 
can we understand one-sided exercises of force on the part of dem-
ocratic states as illegitimate abuses of state authority in the first 
place. An abuse of state power counts as an abuse, says Honneth,  
only if we accept the idea that the democratic state requires legiti-
mation. “If we give up the foundation of such a concept of the con-
stitutional state, as does Foucault in his theory of power or in ‘real-
ist’ historiography,” Honneth writes, “then both the ‘selectivities’ of 
the modern state and its extra-legal violence can only be viewed as 
entirely normal applications of state power” (FR, 308).

In response to this argument, I want to make two related 
points. First, analyzing the role that power plays in reproducing 
and maintaining existing social institutions and practices does not 
necessarily undermine the possibility of taking up a normative  
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perspective with respect to those practices. The assumption that it 
does depends on a problematic splitting, familiar within second-, 
third-, and fourth-generation Frankfurt School critical theory, of 
the first-person participant and third-person observer points of 
view. The familiar version of this split holds that the normativity 
of the social world is accessible only from the internal, first-person, 
reconstructive point of view of a participant in a normative social 
order, whereas the analysis of power relations necessarily refers 
us to the third-person, objectivating, external point of view of the 
neutral social-scientific observer. Although a complete social the-
ory will, on this view, need to encompass both points of view—both 
the normative and the empirical—it also must endeavor to keep 
them apart from each other, so that normativity and reason can 
remain pure of power relations at the conceptual level. Foucault’s 
work challenges this central assumption of contemporary Frank-
furt School critical theory by asserting that rationality or norma-
tivity and power are always and necessarily entangled with each 
other, and that it is precisely this spiral that critical thought must 
ceaselessly interrogate (SKP, 357–358). This leads Foucault to adopt 
a genealogical method that is best understood not as taking up 
an external, objectivating, third-person perspective on our social 
world but rather on the model of an anthropological participant-
observer, conducting an internal ethnology of his own culture. I will 
return to this point in chapters 5 and 6.

This also leads to my second, and related, point: relegating 
power to the empirical, third-person point of view not only pre-
serves the pernicious fiction of a power-free normative lifeworld 
that Honneth himself argued against in his critique of Habermas 
(see CP, 299–303); it also downplays the role that power plays in 
social relations and thereby blunts the critical force of Honneth’s 
critical theory. To be sure, in other writings, Honneth admits that 
his normatively reconstructive approach to critical theory must 
have a genealogical moment built into it. This is the lesson that 
the first generation of the Frankfurt School drew from the hor-
rors of fascism, which distorted the original meaning of the nor-
mative horizon of the Enlightenment into its barbaric opposite. 
However, Honneth has a limited conception of genealogy as purely  
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subversive, and he allows genealogy to play an overly circumscribed 
role within his critical theory; it serves only as a “metacritical  
standpoint” that enables critical theorists to study “the real con-
text of application of moral norms” that have been derived and 
justified through the methodology of normative reconstruction 
(RSC, 52). In other words, for Honneth, as for McCarthy, genealogy 
can enlighten us only about the ways in which the normative prin-
ciples that we reconstruct from within the first-person point of 
view can go astray in practice, but it has nothing to say about the 
norms themselves. But this is precisely to miss the radical point of 
genealogy, which has to do with the entanglement of reasons and 
normativity with power relations.

In sum, Honneth’s transcendental arguments for the ineliminabil-
ity of a robust conception of historical progress are unconvincing. He 
hasn’t succeeded in showing that we—where the “we” refers either 
to critical theorists or to participants in modern social orders—are 
compelled to endorse the strong, backward-looking idea of progress 
as a historical “fact” that he spells out. And, I also want to argue, it’s 
a good thing, too, since, as the discussion of gay marriage in this 
section shows, Honneth’s robust conception of historical progress 
seems to implicate us in a homonormative and culturally imperialist 
logic that is deeply problematic from the perspective of queer post-
colonial theory. I will return to this point momentarily, but before 
I do that, I want to explore in more detail the role that the notion 
of historical progress plays in underwriting Honneth’s conception 
of normativity. This will serve to show how much is at stake for  
Honneth’s normative framework and, hence, for his conception of 
critical theory in this discussion of historical progress.

HI STORIC AL PROGRE SS AND NORM AT IVI T Y

Recall from our discussion of Freedom’s Right that Honneth not 
only offers a transcendental argument for the ineliminability of 
a robust notion of historical progress for critical theory, but also 
connects his conception of historical progress to the normative 
grounding of critical social theory as a form of immanent critique. 
In this regard, consider once again the passage from Freedom’s Right  
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that I quoted above, in which Honneth criticizes constructivist 
approaches to normativity:

We should follow Hegel in abstaining from presenting a free- 
standing, constructive justification of norms of justice prior to imma-
nent analysis; such an additional justification becomes superfluous 
once we can prove that the prevailing values are normatively superior 
to historically antecedent social ideals or “ultimate values.” Of course, 
such an immanent procedure ultimately entails an element of histori-
cal-teleological thinking, but this is ultimately inevitable.          (FR, 5)

Here, Honneth goes so far as to claim not only that we can “prove” 
that our norms are superior to previous ones, but that such a proof 
serves to underwrite the validity of our normative commitments. 
This follows from Honneth’s contention that the claim that “our” 
normative principles—the principles that inhere in our existing 
social institutions—are normatively superior to historically ante-
cedent principles takes the place of a constructivist justification of 
norms, rendering such a justification “superfluous.” This suggests, 
and this point is absolutely crucial, that in Honneth’s work it is the 
idea of historical progress that ultimately answers the question 
of why the normative principles that we find within our existing 
social world deserve our support. Unlike constructivist approaches, 
which seek to ground their normative claims procedurally,  
Honneth’s reconstructivist approach rests on the idea that the 
norms that are embedded in our practices and institutions deserve 
our allegiance not because or to the extent that they conform to 
certain abstract procedural requirements—the demands of pub-
lic reason, or discourse ethics, or the right to justification—but 
because we can, indeed, must, understand them as the outcome of 
a historical learning process.

Honneth makes this point even more explicit in another recent 
essay, titled “Reconstructive Social Criticism with a Genealogical 
Proviso.” There he argues that every reconstructive conception of 
social critique faces the problem that “it cannot really justify what 
makes the ideals from its own culture chosen to be a reference point 
normatively defensible or desirable in the first place” (RSC, 50). For 
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Honneth, what distinguishes critical theory’s particular version of 
reconstructive social criticism from other versions is that it seeks 
to address this problem by appealing to the following left-Hegelian 
premises: first, that “social reproduction occurs through forms of 
social practice in which the rational achievements of human beings 
are incorporated” (RSC, 50); and, second, that “these rational 
achievements unfold according to progress that is realized through 
the learning process in connection with social action” (RSC, 50). 
Putting these two premises together, critical theory’s left-Hegelian 
variety of reconstructive social criticism thus holds that “at each 
new level of social reproduction, human rationality . . . takes on a 
more highly developed form, so that the whole of human history 
can be spoken of as a process of the realization of reason” (RSC, 
50). In this way, critical theory combines an immanent reconstruc-
tive normative procedure with a context-transcending conception 
of rationality understood in terms of a directed, historical learning 
process. “The critique of society,” Honneth writes, “can be based on 
ideals within the given social order that at the same time can jus-
tifiedly be shown to be the expression of progress in the process 
of social rationalization. To this extent, the critical model of the 
Frankfurt School presupposes if not precisely a philosophy of his-
tory then a concept of the directed development of human rational-
ity” (RSC, 51). Moreover, it is only by appealing to this notion of the 
directed development of human rationality that critical theory is 
able to break out of the problem of conventionalism that threatens 
all reconstructive forms of social critique.

Honneth has further detailed his understanding of the relation-
ship between normativity and historical progress in a more recent 
paper titled “The Normativity of Ethical Life.” This paper opens with 
a discussion of what Honneth calls, following Terry Pinkard, the 
paradox of Kantian normativity. This paradox consists in the fact 
that a Kantian account of moral normativity necessarily relies on 
a view of freedom understood as autonomous self-determination  
that already has normativity built into it. Hence, the validity of 
certain normative principles must already be presupposed in an 
account that attempts to construct normativity out of a conception  
of practical self-determination. Note that my discussion of Habermas  
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in the previous chapter suggests that Habermas himself is aware of 
this paradox and seeks to avoid it. This is why he acknowledges that 
the discourse principle cannot be grounded in a purely construc-
tivist manner, but instead must be understood as at least partially 
dependent upon the theory of modernity inasmuch as formal prag-
matics reconstructs the communicative competence of a peculiarly 
modern subject: a postconventional member of a posttraditional 
society. Hence, the paradox of Kantian normativity leads Honneth, 
like Habermas before him, back to Hegel and to a Hegelian histori-
cism about normativity. But this strategy comes with dangers of 
its own, not least of which is the charge of conventionalism. In “The 
Normativity of Ethical Life,” Honneth seeks to exonerate a Hegelian- 
contextualist account of moral normativity from the charge of con-
ventionalism by arguing that such an account can provide imma-
nent criteria for distinguishing between genuinely valid and merely 
accepted norms; crucially, these criteria allow for such distinctions 
not only within a particular form of ethical life but also across the 
historical breaks that separate one form of ethical life from another.

Honneth starts with the idea that Hegel’s notion of ethical life 
consists not in a straightforward rejection of Kantian morality but 
rather in an embedding of Kantian morality—especially the prin-
ciple of universalization—within past and present social practices 
and institutions. Hence, for Hegel, “a practice deserves the label 
‘ethical’ only if a group of persons, which may vary in size, follows a 
norm to which each among them may in principle appeal to evalu-
ate the actions of one of the other participants” (NEL, 819). That is 
to say, the term “ethical” refers not to whatever social practices hap-
pen to be accepted but rather to forms of reciprocal recognition that 
intertwine with structures of self-determination. The “act of recip-
rocal recognition” underlies “shared obligations” and this involves 
each according to the others a particular kind of freedom (NEL, 
820). Hegel’s transformation of Kantian morality also consists in 
showing that within a form of ethical life, duty and inclination are 
never separated in the way that Kant tended to suppose. A norm is 
only really socially embedded when it manifests itself in an inter-
dependent relationship between our duties and inclinations (NEL, 
820). In other words, “Hegel insists that whenever the members 
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of a social group have subjected themselves to some moral norm 
by reciprocally according each other the relevant kind of author-
ity, the norm itself must be reflective of some ethical value that 
expresses the inclinations and intentions of each of the agents” or 
else it could not be viewed as an expression of their freedom (NEL, 
820). Hence, Hegel views moral norms as conceptually inseparable 
from values because without such “substantive ethical content” the 
norms would not be capable of generating collective processes of 
“reciprocal self-constraint” (NEL, 821).

These considerations give rise to two immanent criteria for the 
normative validity of forms of ethical life, that is, for distinguish-
ing between norms that are objectively valid and those that are 
merely de facto accepted; the former are distinguished from the lat-
ter “both by the fact that they are appealed to as principles for the 
reciprocal evaluation of actions within a group and by the fact that 
they express values affirmed by the members of the group” (NEL, 
821). Note, however, that these two criteria do not yet fully address 
the charge of conventionalism, since they do not fully capture the 
moral universalism of the Kantian account of morality that Hegel 
seeks to embed within the reality of social practices and institu-
tions. Why is this so? Because the criteria delimited thus far remain 
internal to a particular form of ethical life, whereas “applying the 
Categorical Imperative is meant to curtail our self-love not just in 
relation to the members of our particular group but rather in rela-
tion to all human beings, and to thereby ensure that we respect 
them in the way morality requires” (NEL, 822). Hegel’s own answer 
to this challenge is to appeal to his philosophy of history, the final 
stage of which is the ethical equivalent of Kantian universal moral-
ity. As we have already seen, however, Honneth assumes that this 
philosophy of history with its objective teleology is no longer plau-
sible. And yet, he asks once again whether we can “conceive of this 
sort of progress even without presupposing an objectivist philoso-
phy of history” (NEL, 822). By the terms of his own argument, the 
charge of conventionalism or cultural relativism cannot really be 
answered without this robust account of progress as a historical  
“fact,” since without it the Hegelian approach to morality isn’t gen-
uinely universal, thus it doesn’t succeed in its task of embedding 
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Kantian universalist morality within social practices and institu-
tions and forms of life.

Honneth attempts to construct a nonobjectivist philosophy of 
history by showing that these two immanent criteria of normativ-
ity by themselves generate a certain conception of history. The fact 
that a form of ethical life entails, as Honneth has argued, the recip-
rocal recognition of the evaluative authority of other members 
of a group opens up a certain historical dynamic whereby “each 
member of the collectivity may criticize the actions of the other or  
others and may call on them to act in a more adequate way” (NEL, 
822). This means that forms of ethical life are necessarily open to 
internal contestation and historical revision. Moreover, since each 
form of ethical life depends upon the ethical resonance of norms—
that is, that the norms accurately express the collective self- 
understanding of members—and since individual inclinations 
and self-understandings change over time, it is possible for ethi-
cal norms to lose their motivational power over time. This leads 
to a different kind of openness of forms of ethical life, by means 
of which norms may lose their objective validity over time, and 
thus stop being integral to that form of ethical life. In other words, 
internal to Hegel’s concept of ethical life are certain elements of 
historical change that, according to Honneth, may provide us with  
clues to how to reconstruct the idea of historical progress in a non-
objectivist manner. Honneth’s strategy is to use the formal struc-
ture provided by Kant’s philosophy of history to fill in details of 
Hegel’s theory of ethical life; hence, the form of Honneth’s account 
is Kantian in the sense that it employs a hypothetically intended 
rather than an objective conception of progress, but the content of 
this account is provided by Hegel’s theory of mutual recognition. As 
we have seen, Honneth prefers Kant’s account in large part because 
it is a modal account, that is, because it refers us to the possibil-
ity of historical progress rather than to its necessity as understood 
through an objective teleology.

How, then, does Honneth propose to make sense of progress? 
He starts with the idea that the internal contestation and criticism 
of norms from within a form of ethical life yield new insights that 
build up over time:
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The various innovations in the practice of a given ethical norm, 
which in essence amount either to an increasing generalization or 
an increasing differentiation of that norm, are not lost from one 
generation to the next but gradually add up to yield thresholds 
that all future arguments offered by the members of the group 
must be able to cross. So conceived, the history of an ethical sphere 
is an unplanned learning process kept in motion by a struggle  
for recognition.                                                                                (NEL, 823–824)

Note that this conception of progress becomes much less plausi-
ble if we assume that the social world is structured by relations of 
domination, for attentiveness to this feature of social life should 
make us suspicious that those innovations that “add up” and are 
passed down from one generation to the next may well be those 
that are all too complicit with the powers that be. Be that as it 
may, even if we accept the conception of progress outlined here, 
inasmuch as these are struggles within an ethical sphere or form 
of ethical life over the correct application of a particular norm, this 
conception accounts only for what I have called progress in history, 
that is, for the progressive realization of the particular norms that 
are embedded in a particular form of ethical life. As I argued above, 
Honneth believes that he needs a more robust account of historical 
progress as a “fact,” an account of the changes that lead one form of 
life to wither away and another to take its place, in order to address 
the charge of conventionalism.

This more robust conception of historical progress takes the form 
of an account of how we might explain historical breaks between 
different forms of ethical life in terms of a process of learning. In 
order to explain such breaks, Honneth offers an analogy between 
struggles within a particular ethical sphere that lead individuals 
to develop a new conception of ethical life and the often conflict- 
ridden process through which an adolescent grows into an adult. 
Both processes appeal to a socializing feedback effect by means of 
which the struggle within a particular form of life (or subjectivity) 
leads the society (or the individual) to develop a new form of life 
(or subjectivity) so different from the first as to be almost unrec-
ognizable. In such cases, “in the course of a protracted conflict over 
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the adequate realization of a given ethical principle the motives of 
the parties to this conflict are transformed to a point where they no 
longer consider the relevant norm to be desirable at all” (NEL, 824). 
Here we no longer have a conflict over the correct application of an 
existing norm but rather over the justification or validity of a norma-
tive principle itself. This account offers “an explanation of why over 
time certain ethical norms lose their collective acceptability and are 
gradually replaced by others that are more open and more universal-
izable” (NEL, 824). As the (in my view inadvisable) analogy with the 
adolescent suggests, Honneth is committed to a strong claim about 
the cognitive superiority of European modernity. But he is also com-
mitted to claims about its moral superiority, as he makes clear in the 
following passage from his debate with Nancy Fraser: “Like all inter-
nally situated social theorists who proceed from the legitimacy of 
the modern social order—be it Hegel, Marx, or Durkheim—I had to 
first presume the moral superiority of modernity by assuming that its 
normative constitution is the result of past directed development” 
(RR2, 184, emphasis added). Moreover, Honneth admits that this 
assumption is necessary for grounding his own normative perspec-
tive, for, he continues, “only on the assumption that the new order 
involves a morally superior form of social integration can its inter-
nal principles be considered a legitimate, justified starting part for 
outlining a political ethic” (RR2, 184).

Honneth’s account of a socially effective reason that develops 
through historical learning processes can thus be understood as 
an instance of what postcolonial theorists, following Said, have 
called historicism. Historicism, as Chakrabarty explains, “tells us 
that in order to understand the nature of anything in this world 
we must see it as an historically developing entity, that is, first, as 
an individual and unique whole—as some kind of unity at least in 
potentia—and, second, as something that develops over time.” 
Moreover, Honneth’s is a particular version of historicism whereby 
European modernity seems to occupy a unique and superior place 
in the historical development of social, political, and ethical orders. 
As Chakrabarty understands it, historicism can accommodate com-
plexities and unevenness in the process of development, and it need 
not entail strong claims to an objective teleology in history; what is 
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central to historicism are the ideas of historical development and of 
the cognitive and moral superiority of European modernity. More-
over, Chakrabarty argues, it is historicism that provided the justi-
fication for consigning “Indians, Africans, and other ‘rude’ nations 
to an imaginary waiting room of history. In doing so, it converted 
history itself into a version of this waiting room. . . . That was what 
historicist consciousness was: a recommendation to the colonized 
to wait.”

In response to this criticism, it seems to me that Honneth has 
two options. First, he could attempt to restrict the scope of his 
claims about historical progress. He could insist that he is claiming 
moral and cognitive superiority for the form of ethical life of Euro-
pean modernity only vis-à-vis its own historical antecedents, and 
that such a claim does not entail any negative judgments regarding 
the developmental status of the forms of ethical life found in other 
societies, or that it entails such judgments only to the extent that 
other societies share certain features of our own socially institution-
alized recognition order (R2, 46). This would be to draw a clear dis-
tinction between his own version of historical-teleological thinking 
and the Kantian and Hegelian philosophies of history from which 
it draws inspiration, a distinction that Honneth has so far failed to 
make explicit. Such a move, if it could be carried out consistently, 
would insulate Honneth from the kind of postcolonial critique that 
I have been pressing. But it would come at a high cost for Honneth, 
since it would greatly circumscribe the significance of his critical 
theory, effectively conceding that his approach is “unable to give 
voice to the moral concerns of large portions of the world’s popula-
tion” (R2, 46) and in that sense is ill-equipped to contribute to the 
task of constructing a critical theory of world society. Moreover, 
for reasons explored in chapter 1, it isn’t at all clear that this move 
could be carried out consistently. To claim that the idea that Euro-
pean modernity represents the outcome of a process of progres-
sive historical development is only a claim about Europe’s history, 
and doesn’t entail any judgments about the rest of the world, is to  
presuppose that the idea and the history of European modernity can 
be disentangled from colonialism and from the relationship to Latin 
American and Orientalized others on which both the idea and the 
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material reality of European modernity were founded. To say this 
would be to presuppose a closed and insular understanding of Euro-
pean history and of European discourses of historical progress that 
seems, in light of recent historical scholarship, highly implausible.

Honneth’s second option is to bite the bullet and reply that it is 
true that we—that is, critical theorists—may be, on his view, com-
pelled to view European modernity as morally superior to pre- or 
nonmodern or traditional forms of life or social orders, but that 
this need not be viewed as problematic inasmuch as such a perspec-
tive does not in any way license the further claim that we are justi-
fied in forcing our form of life on them. Especially given that the 
normative core of our form of life is, for Honneth, freedom, there 
is something deeply contradictory and self-undermining about 
trying to force people to be free. In order truly to realize freedom, 
members of pre- or nonmodern social orders would have to freely 
come to realize the value of freedom on their own, and presum-
ably they would do so through the same sort of social struggles for 
recognition and learning processes that have marked European his-
tory, on Honneth’s account. Hence, Honneth could claim that his 
robust account of historical progress may entail a certain judgment 
of cognitive and even moral superiority vis-à-vis “nonmodern” 
or traditional forms of life, but it does not justify political, much 
less military, interventions in traditional societies whose aim is to 
force their targets to adopt “modern” ways of life, whether those be 
cashed out in terms of democracy, capitalism, or the liberation of 
women and the protection of gay rights.

However, this response fails to acknowledge the extent to which 
the conceptual judgment of the inferiority of pre- or nonmodern 
peoples is always already bound up with actually existing informal 
and cultural imperialism. As I discussed in chapter 1, not only has 
the claim of moral and cognitive superiority repeatedly been used 
as a justification for imperialism and colonialism—and here I think 
critical theorists should be given serious pause by the very fact that 
their conception of historical progress overlaps with the neocon-
servative political worldview to such a degree that spelling out the 
differences between the two becomes necessary in the first place— 
but this claim to superiority and the developmentalist conception 
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of history used to support it are themselves gestures of the power-
ful. In other words, as the post- and decolonial critiques discussed 
in chapter 1 show, the political and epistemological dimensions of 
the discourse of progress are intertwined. Inasmuch as it is the task 
of critical theory to reflect on the power-laden social and historical 
conditions of its own theoretical enterprise, this intertwining gen-
erates an imperative to interrogate the assumptions and judgments 
about historical progress that have been an integral part of critical 
theory’s left-Hegelian heritage inasmuch as these have been and 
continue to be entangled with relations of informal imperialism.

Even if this pressing post- or decolonial objection to Honneth’s 
defense of historical progress could be adequately addressed, 
however, there is a serious conceptual objection lurking in the 
background. Here the question is whether Honneth’s strategy for 
grounding his normative perspective in a robust conception of his-
torical progress can possibly work. This question becomes especially 
pressing when we consider that what seems to differentiate Hegel 
from the historicists by whom he was influenced (but with whom he 
disagreed) is the positing of the point of view of Absolute knowing 
that serves as the suprahistorical criterion for assessing historically 
existing forms of life. Insofar as Honneth seems to eschew this 
idea, with its appeal to a wholly transcendent and therefore non-
socially situated normative criterion, and this metaphysical way of 
reading Hegel, (how) can he avoid collapsing into historicism?

One possible response would be for Honneth to appeal here to 
his philosophical anthropology to provide some criteria for judging 
which transformations between forms of ethical life should count 
as progress and which should not. Honneth’s philosophical anthro-
pology, which is developed out of his reading of psychoanalysis, 
postulates a universal and anthropologically basic drive for recog-
nition and inclusion that is rooted in human psychology. Two cen-
tral assumptions of this philosophical anthropology are that indi-
viduals cannot be indifferent to the limitation of their own rational 
capacities inasmuch as such limitation causes them to suffer and 
that such suffering impels such individuals to strive for emanci-
pation (CT, 805–806). In Honneth’s critical-theoretical paradigm, 
these two deep-seated anthropological characteristics provide the 
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impetus for ongoing social struggles for recognition that seek to 
expand existing structures of individualization and inclusion. Tran-
sitions between forms of life could then be judged as progressive or 
regressive on the basis of whether or not they expand structures of 
individualization and inclusion (see RR2, 184–185).

Honneth’s philosophical anthropology has been criticized for 
being overly optimistic, insufficiently attentive to the fundamental 
ambivalence that structures human psychic life. I’m sympathetic 
with such criticisms, but would like to focus here on a different 
question, namely, what is the status of the normative criteria that 
are provided by this account of philosophical anthropology? Are 
they contextually grounded within a specific form of ethical life? 
In which case, how can they serve as the criteria by means of which 
we make sense of breaks between forms and justify the normative 
point of view of modernity itself? Or are they context-independent 
and universal? In which case, doesn’t this appeal violate Honneth’s 
aspiration to offer a contextualist account of normativity that finds 
its normative criteria within the social world? If the criteria of 
inclusiveness and individualization are taken to be universal, then  
Honneth’s account of normativity isn’t ultimately a contextualist 
one, since it is grounded in a metanormative philosophical anthro-
pology that is not contextual but rather universal (or at least aspires 
to be). But this move not only seems to violate Honneth’s aspiration 
to offer a contextualist account of normativity; it also threatens to 
run aground on the paradox of Kantian normativity that Honneth 
had turned to Hegelian contextualism in an attempt to avoid. After 
all, it could easily be argued that Honneth’s philosophical anthropol-
ogy already presupposes the very normative content—namely, the 
value of inclusiveness and individualization—for which it is sup-
posed to provide a justification. On the other hand, if these crite-
ria are themselves contextually and historically rooted and emerge 
out of an internal reconstruction of the background convictions of 
members of modern social orders, then the attempt to use these 
criteria to justify the normative superiority of modernity seems  
circular. This circularity comes out rather clearly in Honneth’s  
initial presentation of these two criteria for moral progress in the 
context of his debate with Nancy Fraser, since he begins with the 
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presumption of the “moral superiority of modernity” (RR2, 184), 
which in turn, via a reflection on their implicit background convic-
tions, yields “two criteria that together can justify talk of progress 
in the relations of recognition,” namely, individualization and inclu-
sion (RR2, 184), which then are invoked as justification for under-
standing the “breakthrough to the modern, liberal-capitalist social 
order as moral progress, since the differentiation of the three recog-
nition spheres of love, legal equality, and the achievement principle 
went along with an increase in the social possibilities for individu-
alization as well as a rise in social inclusion” (RR2, 185).

In other words, Honneth is caught in a double bind here: he 
thinks that he needs a robust conception of historical progress as 
a “fact” to avoid the charges of conventionalism and relativism, 
but he can’t make this account of historical progress work without 
violating his attempt to give a Hegelian, immanent, contextualist 
account of normativity and hence running afoul of his own critique 
of the paradox of Kantian normativity.

In conclusion, it is worth reviewing how Honneth ends up in this 
position: he wants to avoid abstract Kantianism, which strives to 
avoid the charge of conventionalism by offering an independent, 
universal normative standard against which existing institu-
tions and practices can be measured. Honneth thinks that such 
approaches are vulnerable to the impotence of the mere ought 
objection and also that they inevitably face feasibility worries (that 
is, worries that they are overly utopian). So instead his strategy is 
to ground his normative ideals with a thoroughly immanent strat-
egy, while attempting to avoid the collapse into conventionalism or 
relativism. The notion of the historical-developmental superiority 
of our own form of ethical life thus steps in to allow Honneth to 
split this difference between abstract Kantianism and relativism.

However, as I have just argued, it isn’t clear that this strategy 
can really work, since it seems to be able to avoid collapsing back 
into the contextualist relativism or conventionalism that Honneth 
strives to resist only by retreating to a noncontextualist philosophi-
cal anthropology. If this is correct, then it seems that perhaps the 
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best, most consistent way of interpreting Honneth’s claims about 
progress is to reformulate them in the following, rather less robust 
way: we have to regard our existing institutions and progressive 
political developments as instances of historical progress for us, by 
our own lights, according to our own, internally derived normative 
criteria. This would be a third alternative, between what I have called 
the robust conception of historical progress as a “fact” and the more 
local, contingent, and contextually grounded conception of prog-
ress in history. Such a medium-strength account would still be com-
mitted to the idea of progress as a historical “fact” but it would view 
that idea as being justified by certain normative principles that are 
internal to our form of life—for example, because we value social 
freedom, we regard the institutions of European modernity to be an 
advance over pre- or nonmodern forms of life. However, it should 
be fairly obvious that if we think about progress in this less robust 
way, then it cannot really do the metanormative work of justify-
ing our normative principles that Honneth wants it to do. Also it 
is still problematic for the political reason that being committed to 
the moral superiority of our modern (European or Euro-American) 
form of life seems also to commit us to viewing pre- or nonmodern 
or traditional forms of life as morally and cognitively inferior. This 
commitment leaves Honneth vulnerable to postcolonial objections 
that can be avoided, if at all, only by circumscribing the normative 
scope of Honneth’s theory so much and offering such a narrow and 
implausible reading of European history as to make his theory seem 
positively parochial. In other words, he can avoid a “postcolonial” 
critique of his own theory only by ceding his ability to offer a critical 
theory of the postcolonial condition. Honneth’s commitment to the 
ineliminability of historical progress, even if recast in a less robust 
way, and his understanding of the relationship between progress 
as a forward-looking, moral-political imperative and progress as a 
backward-looking historical “fact” thus make it difficult to see how 
Honneth’s work could help us to accomplish the kind of decoloniza-
tion of critical theory that is an especially pressing task if critical 
theory aims to be truly critical, that is, to clarify the struggles and 
wishes of our postcolonial, globalized age.
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The robust notion of historical progress that Honneth advocates 
is not only extremely difficult to work out conceptually but also car-
ries dangerous and problematic political implications. I submit that 
critical theorists would be better off without it. I also disagree with 
Honneth’s contention that we need a robust account of historical 
progress to secure the normativity of critical theory. To the con-
trary, as I will argue for in more detail in the concluding chapter, I 
think that we can make do with a thoroughgoing metanormative 
contextualism, and that this doesn’t have to collapse into relativ-
ism at the first-order, substantive normative level. Moreover, even 
if we reformulate (or interpret) progress in a more modest form—
as historical progress “for us”—such an idea still stands in the way 
of an openness to postcolonial difference and an inclusiveness of  
postcolonial others. In order to have this openness and inclusive-
ness, that is, in order to realize fully the normative legacy of the 
Enlightenment, we need a different sort of relationship to our 
history, one that is neither subversive nor vindicatory, but rather 
problematizing. I shall argue in chapter 5 that valuable resources for 
this project of critical genealogical problematization can be found 
in the work of Adorno and Foucault.



4
From Hegelian Reconstructivism  
to Kantian Constructivism

f o r s t ’ s  t h e o ry  of  j u s t i f i c at i o n

My discussion of Habermas in chapter 2 suggested two possible 
strategies for critical theorists working in a post-Habermasian 
vein for thinking about the relationship between history and 
normativity. The first strategy is to work out a more consistently 
Hegelian, contextualist strategy for grounding normativity, while 
attempting to avoid a collapse into conventionalism or histori-
cism. As we saw in the preceding chapter, Axel Honneth adopts 
this strategy, but in the end he finds himself caught on the horns 
of a dilemma: either he either must appeal to an ahistorical phil-
osophical anthropology in order to justify the robust account of 
historical progress that undergirds his normative project, thus 
running afoul of his own critique of the paradox of Kantian nor-
mativity, or he must accept the considerably less robust notion 
of progress that follows from contextualism. The second strategy 
is to avoid the apparent dangers of historical and normative con-
textualism by taking a more consistently Kantian constructivist 
route for grounding normativity. This is the strategy found in the 
work of Rainer Forst. As I will discuss in this chapter, this alter-
native strategy for grounding normativity avoids the problematic 
reliance on a theory of modernity that plagues Habermas and 
Honneth, but it runs into problems of its own, and as such it, too, 
stands in need of decolonization.
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Forst’s return to Kant is motivated, at least in part, by what he 
sees as the dangers of a Hegelian strategy for grounding normativ-
ity. These dangers are clearly articulated in his discussion of Rawls 
in his first book, Contexts of Justice. Against those who read Rawls 
as a contextualist about normativity, Forst reads him as a construc-
tivist. The motivation for this reading is captured in the following 
question: “Can. . . . a culturally and historically anchored argument 
raise a claim to universality only if it is based on a Hegelian philoso-
phy of history in the form of the thesis that American (or ‘West-
ern’) political culture represents the normative endpoint of politi-
cal developments?” (CJ, 173). Forst’s answer to this question is an 
unequivocal “no.” As he puts it: “That we can reconstruct the right 
from familiar conceptions does not mean that it is right because it 
corresponds to ‘our’ familiar conceptions” (CJ, 175). Similarly, even 
in his most historically grounded work, Toleration in Conflict, Forst 
makes it clear that the normative perspective that informs his criti-
cal history of the concept of toleration does not rest on a “teleologi-
cal developmental perspective,” and in raising this point he explic-
itly distinguishes his strategy for grounding normativity from that 
of Axel Honneth (TC, 27n31). The concept of toleration is a norma-
tively dependent concept, for Forst, which is to say that it relies for 
its normative force on some more fundamental principles or values, 
and in order to play the foundational role of grounding normatively 
dependent concepts such as toleration, these principles must them-
selves be normatively freestanding (TC, 33). At the conclusion of 
his exhaustive historical survey of the discourse of toleration in the 
West, Forst makes the following methodological observation: “The 
critical historical perspective teaches us which of the justifications 
of toleration is superior to the others. Nevertheless, this is not a 
historical truth in the sense that ‘history gives rise to’ this form of 
respect; even as historical, it remains primarily a truth of practi-
cal reason” (TC, 445). Hence, it is clear that normativity, for Forst, 
is not grounded in a (pragmatic, empirical, de-transcendentalized) 
philosophy of history—in a “historical truth”—but rather, as we 
shall see in this chapter, in a neo-Kantian conception of practical 
reason that is designed to provide the freestanding foundation for 
normatively dependent concepts such as toleration.
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Forst’s distinctive strategy for grounding normativity has impli-
cations for his thinking about historical progress, and, conversely, 
his reflections on progress help to further elucidate his motivations 
for adopting this strategy. Specifically, Forst maintains that his 
normative strategy not only allows him to articulate a freestand-
ing criterion or standard for judgments about what constitutes his-
torical progress—thus avoiding the kinds of circularity worries that 
plague Habermas’s and Honneth’s accounts—but also allows him 
to respond to the kinds of post- and decolonial critiques of prog-
ress discussed in previous chapters. In other words, whereas for 
Habermas and Honneth, the notion of historical progress serves, 
at least in part, to justify the normativity of the principles that we 
find in our social world, for Forst, the normativity of the princi-
ple of justification, which is not grounded historically but rather 
in the demands of practical reason itself, provides the standard by 
means of which judgments of historical progress (or regress) can 
be made. Forst maintains, however, that his theory of justificatory 
justice is sensitive to the specific contexts in which normative ques-
tions are discussed and debated by agents and that his conception 
of practical reason is nonmetaphysical and anti-foundationalist; as 
such, he contends that his account of justice can avoid the charges 
of abstract formalism and implicit ethnocentrism that postcolonial 
critics have typically leveled against Kantian normative projects. 
After discussing these aspects of Forst’s view, I turn to Forst’s con-
structivist strategy for grounding normativity and its relation to 
contextualism and his closely related account of practical reason. 
Throughout this discussion, I consider to what (ultimately rather 
limited) extent Forst’s theory can be considered contextualist and 
the related question of whether he can in fact avoid the charges of 
abstract formalism and implicit ethnocentrism.

While granting that Forst’s approach avoids some of the prob-
lems that plague Habermas’s and Honneth’s accounts, I argue that 
these advantages come at a rather high cost. Specifically, I raise two 
further challenges to Forst’s neo-Kantian account of normativity. 
First, this approach leads him to give an unsatisfactory analysis of 
power because power is now theorized entirely from the point of 
view of reason and so becomes noumenal. This highly cognitivist 
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conception of power is inadequate for a critical theory that aims 
to put, as Forst says, first things first, by starting with a critique 
of power relations. Second, and relatedly, I argue that his way of 
understanding the relationship between reason and power tends, as  
Honneth also suggests, toward a methodology of political philoso-
phy as applied ethics that sacrifices the methodological distinctive-
ness of critical theory. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, 
this approach obscures some of the very power relations that criti-
cal theory aims to critique, including the kinds of informally impe-
rialist and neocolonial power relations highlighted by post- and 
decolonial critiques of progress.

PROGRESS TOWARD JUST ICE 

Forst’s short essay “On the Concept of Progress” opens with 
an acknowledgment of the specific—and highly problematic— 
historical context for the development of the concept of progress 
in the Western tradition. Colonialism was a—if not the—decisive  
feature of this context, such that the flipside of “progress” in 
modernity has been “economic exploitation, political oppression, 
and cultural dominance” of the rest by the West (ZBF, 42, transla-
tion mine). Thus, Forst contends, the intertwining of the discourse 
of progress with the legacy of colonialism is “decisive for the way 
in which we relate ourselves to the concept of progress” (ZBF, 42). 
However, even as we acknowledge and take up a critical stance 
toward the relationship between progress and colonialism, Forst 
insists, in much the same spirit as Honneth, that “from the par-
ticipant’s perspective . . . it is very difficult for human beings not to 
see themselves as progressive beings” (ZBF, 43). Ultimately, in his 
view, all critiques of progress—including the postcolonial critique 
of the coloniality of power—are also based on the idea of a “striving 
toward progression,” where “progression” is understood in terms of 
overcoming social obstacles and striving for individual and collec-
tive improvement (ZBF, 43).

In other words, in Forst’s view, we must be attuned to the dia-
lectic of progress in modernity, in which every critique of progress 
necessarily relies, at least implicitly, on the concept of progress to 
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formulate its critique. No society or form of social criticism, accord-
ing to Forst, can entirely foreswear progress as a moral-political 
imperative, for the concept of progress expresses a deeply social-
normative impulse that is generated from within societies that 
are stratified or riven with relations of dominance and subordina-
tion: progress is “a demand that comes from those who have been 
oppressed  .  .  . or whose lives are characterized by injustice” (ZBF, 
43). But the flipside of this dialectic is that the discourse of prog-
ress must always go hand in hand with the critique of progress that 
has accompanied it throughout the history of modernity. Thus, for 
example, we should not accept current discourses of moral-political 
progress or economic development uncritically; rather, we should be 
attentive to the ways in which they are bound up with neocolonial  
and informally imperialist power relations. Framed in this way, for 
example, the discourses of progress and development employed by 
powerful states and international financial institutions should be 
interrogated for their power effects, at the same time that resis-
tance to this agenda on the part of less powerful states or individ-
ual actors within them should be understood as being fueled by an 
emancipatory desire for progress (ZBF, 46–48).

Thus the crucial issue, for Forst, is not whether we are for or 
against progress, since, on his view, we can only be against it by 
being for it. Interestingly, however, the converse doesn’t hold in 
quite the same way, though Forst does not note the asymmetry 
here: one can be for progress without also being against it, as ill-
advised as such a stance may be, and it is precisely this feature of 
the discourse of progress that has linked it to ideological forms of 
self-congratulation and thus given it such a bad name. In other 
words, the claim that one can only be against progress by being for 
it is backed by a transcendental argument—in any attempt to cri-
tique progress we necessarily appeal explicitly or implicitly to the 
very idea that we critique. The converse claim is backed not by a 
transcendental argument, but rather by the weaker claim that in 
light of the past and present entanglements of discourses of prog-
ress with relations of colonialism and imperialism, whenever one 
is for progress one ought not to take such a stance uncritically. But 
note also that Forst’s transcendental argument only goes through if 
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the two different aspects of progress that I distinguished in chapter 
1 are conflated. Once we distinguish between progress as a moral 
and political imperative and progress as a historical “fact,” the 
options become more varied and complex: one can be against prog-
ress as a “fact,” as a backward-looking claim about what has led up 
to “us,” while still being for progress as a forward-looking moral and 
political imperative. As we’ll see in the next chapter, this is basically 
Adorno’s position.

However, as I just said, the crucial issue for Forst is not whether 
we are for or against progress, but rather who determines what 
counts as progress, and “correctly understood,” Forst writes, “this 
is the question of justice” (ZBF, 48). Hence, like toleration, progress 
is, according to Forst, a normatively dependent concept. It derives 
its normative force from a concept of justice that is understood in 
political terms as democratic self-determination. For Forst, as we 
will see below, this notion of political justice is ultimately based on 
his fundamental normative concept of the basic human right to jus-
tification. This right requires that no one shall be subjected to rules 
or institutions that cannot be justified to him or her as a free and 
equal member of society. In the context of discourses of progress, 
this requirement means that no one can determine for anyone else 
what progress means or whether or not a particular social, political, 
economic, or cultural transformation constitutes progress. In other 
words, the basic right to justification, which is translated in the 
political arena into a right to political self-determination, serves as 
the criterion by means of which we assess what counts as progress.

I will discuss the difficult question of how Forst seeks to ground 
this normatively independent concept of justice understood as the 
basic human right to justification below. With respect to the dia-
lectic of progress, Forst considers the possible objection that the 
claim that progress is a normatively dependent concept returns us 
to the postcolonial critique of progress as a mechanism of colonial-
ism and Western cultural imperialism, since progress has now been 
defined in terms of putatively Western normative concepts such as 
justice, democracy, and political autonomy or self-determination. 
In response to this worry, Forst again insists that the critique of 
oppressive or colonizing notions of progress itself presumes that 
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self-determination is normatively desirable. He also suggests that 
the apparent dilemma posed by the dialectic of progress can be 
resolved by seeing progress as a reflexive concept which demands 
that “each process of progress must be constantly questioned as to 
whether it, rightly understood, lies in the social interests of those 
who are a part of these processes” (ZBF, 50). The reflexive principle 
of progress holds that none other than those affected by whatever 
is proposed as an instance of progress may determine whether such 
instances count as genuinely progressive.

However, Forst also makes clear that “if the language of human 
rights, self-determination, and justice should be the language of 
progress, this is not primarily a historical or sociological insight or 
claim. It results rather from the moral imperative of the critique 
of false conceptions of progress themselves” (ZBF, 51). In other 
words, even if it is true that we can reconstruct a notion of justice 
from “our” familiar understanding of political self-determination 
or democracy, this does not mean that this notion of justice is 
right because it is ours. The claim that progress understood as an 
expansion of political self-determination is to be valued rests not 
on any historical or social-evolutionary claim about the cognitive 
or developmental superiority of the modern, posttraditional form 
of life that gave rise to the discourse of progress. Rather, it rests on 
a moral insight into the imperative of self-determination, which in 
turn rests on what Forst calls the basic human right to justification. 
This basic right has been, on Forst’s view, progressively though by 
no means uniformly or consistently realized through human his-
tory, but its normativity is not historically indexed or situated. In 
other words, the right to justification rests not on a reconstructivist 
reading of historical progress and social evolution but rather on a 
constructivist account of the demands of practical reason.

CON STRUCT IVI SM VS .  R ECON STRUCT IVI SM, 
UNIVER SALI SM VS .  CON T EXTUALI SM: T HE B A SIC 
RIGHT TO JUST IFIC AT ION

Although Forst insists that his project is non-foundationalist (see, 
for example, JJ, 182) insofar as he rejects the possibility of an  
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“ultimate” foundation or ground for normativity (RJ, 81), the struc-
ture of his account of normativity is clearly and even avowedly 
foundationalist, inasmuch as he grounds his account of social and 
political justice in a fundamental moral right, which is also a human 
right. This is the right to justification. In this sense, there is a dis-
tinctively Platonic aspect to Forst’s project, insofar as it seeks to 
ground all normative phenomenon in a “single root” that forms the 
“normative core” of talk of justice in all social and political contexts, 
“the one basic human right to justification” (RJ, vii). This is the core 
normative principle that serves as the basis for such normatively 
dependent concepts as toleration and progress. This right rests, in 
turn, on a conception of practical reason that will be discussed in 
more detail below.

If, however, there is no ultimate foundation or ground for nor-
mativity, then what accounts for the validity of our moral and polit-
ical norms, in particular, the fundamental principle of or right to 
justification? In response to this metaethical question, Forst offers 
a constructivist response. Morality rests upon its own validity; it 
does not draw its normativity or validity from God or any other 
source. In this sense, morality is autonomous. And yet moral norms 
are capable of being genuinely valid. Their validity is a function of 
their having survived an idealized procedure of practical delibera-
tion, what Forst calls a justification procedure. Forst formulates the 
core insight of constructivism as follows: “There is no objective, or 
in any other sense valid, order of values that takes priority over 
the justification procedure. Only those norms that can successfully 
withstand this procedure count as valid” (RJ, 48).

On Forst’s particular version of constructivism, the justification 
procedure centers on two criteria: reciprocity and generality. The rec-
iprocity criterion concerns both the content of justificatory claims—
one may not raise specific claims while rejecting similar claims raised 
by others—and the reasons offered for them—one may not simply 
assume that one’s own convictions, beliefs, needs, interests, or per-
spectives will be shared by others such that one can claim to speak 
for them or in the name of their “true” interests (RJ, 49). The gen-
erality criterion holds that one may not disregard the objections of 
any person who is affected by a proposed norm and that the reasons 



130 From Hegelian Reconstructivism to Kantian Constructivism

offered in favor of the norm’s legitimacy must be capable of being 
shared by all (RJ, 49). For Forst, the world of moral normativity is 
constructed by means of a principle of reciprocal and general justi-
fication; the binding force of norms rests on the fact that no good 
reasons can be offered against them (RJ, 50). The relevant sense of 
“no good reasons” refers to the Scanlonian idea of “reasonable rejec-
tion.” Hence, Forst writes, “Normativity is generated by a discursive 
justification procedure that equips norms with reasons that cannot 
be [reasonably] rejected. These reasons are the ground on which 
the normativity of autonomous morality rests” (RJ, 51). But what it 
means to say that a norm can’t be reasonably rejected is just that it 
meets the criteria of reciprocity and generality.

And yet, as Forst realizes, there is a limit to the work that con-
structivism can do. This limit is expressed in the following ques-
tion: What is the source of the normativity of the justification 
procedure—the principle of justification—itself, on the basis of 
which moral and political norms are to be constructed? Whereas 
Habermas or Honneth might appeal to the idea that modernity 
is the outcome of a social-evolutionary or developmental learning 
process as a way of addressing the question of why the concep-
tion of morality that we inherit from the Enlightenment deserves 
our support, Forst’s answer to this question is to assert that the 
moral ought “brings its own reasons with it so that there can be no 
question of other reasons” and that recognizing this just is what it 
means to become a moral subject (RJ, 99). Hence, he claims, “The 
moral law does not need any further justifying reasons over and 
above the practical knowledge that one is a ‘justifying being’ with 
a fundamental duty to provide justifications and . . . [that] ‘being 
human,’ insofar as it necessarily implies being a ‘fellow human,’ 
already has a normative character that entails the duty to provide 
justifications in moral contexts” (RJ, 100). So the ultimate founda-
tion of Forst’s moral and political constructivism is a certain con-
ception of what it means to be human, a conception that is essen-
tially equated with an account of practical reason. Forst is quite 
explicit that this account cannot itself be constructed, though it 
can be reconstructed through an internal analysis of the features 
of our normative world (RJ, 5).
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A common criticism of constructivism is that it must either 
bottom out in some foundation that is not itself constructed but 
instead forms a realist ground or end up being circular. Forst 
explicitly denies that his constructivism ultimately rests on a moral 
realist ground; this is the basis for his repeated insistence that 
there is no “ultimate” foundation for morality. Rather, he adopts 
the strategy of admitting to a kind of circularity in the way in which 
the construction procedure itself is grounded, while insisting that 
this circularity is virtuous and reflexive rather than vicious and 
question begging—hence, he calls it “recursive” rather than “circu-
lar.” The notion of reconstruction plays a crucial role here; for Forst, 
even the principle of justification itself “must be ‘recursively’ recon-
structed” (RJ, 81). What does “reconstruction” mean for Forst? 
Although Forst indicates that he does not wish to take on board the 
whole of Habermas’s “comprehensive theory of truth and argumen-
tation” (RJ, 271n29), his usage of the term closely tracks Habermas’s 
notion of rational reconstruction. As we have seen, for Habermas, 
rational reconstruction refers to the reflective articulation, refine-
ment, and elaboration of the intuitive pretheoretical knowledge of 
competent social actors. Thus, for example, Habermas’s rational 
reconstruction of communicative competence draws on work in the 
empirical sciences to generate a quasi-transcendental account of 
the rational-normative potentials built into linguistic communica-
tion (see CES and TCA1). Similarly, Forst’s reconstructive approach 
to the moral point of view starts with a pragmatic analysis of moral 
validity claims and inquires “into the conditions of justification of 
such claims” (RJ, 48–49). This recursive, reconstructive analysis 
generates the criteria of generality and reciprocity, in the sense 
that, by means of a reflexive articulation of what we are implicitly 
committed to as moral agents, it uncovers that what it means for a 
competent moral actor to redeem a moral validity claim is just for 
him or her to be able to defend that claim in a reciprocal and general 
way, in a way that no one can reasonably reject.

As Forst acknowledges in his earlier work, this reconstruction of 
practical reason “can be nothing more than a self-reconstruction of 
reason and as such cannot claim absolute or ‘ultimately grounded’ 
authority, but it does claim ‘recursive,’ best justified authority with 
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respect to its subject matter: the ‘reasonable’ validity of norms” (CJ, 
199, emphasis added). As such, Forst’s recursive approach “steers 
a path between realism and relativism, without abandoning the 
claim to validity of universalist moral principles” (CJ, 199). So, 
the ultimate, as it were, non-foundationalist foundation of Forst’s 
approach is the reconstructive analysis of what we are implicitly 
committed to as practically reasoning moral agents.

A standard worry about discursive, proceduralist conceptions of 
normativity such as this one is that they are overly abstract and 
as such too divorced from the concrete contexts in which actual 
agents debate and discuss normative questions and concerns to be 
of much use for thinking about politics. This complaint about neo-
Kantian conceptions of normativity has been raised from a variety 
of different perspectives, including Hegelian and communitarian 
thinkers, but, as I’ll discuss below, it also figures prominently in 
postcolonial critique. One of the distinctive features of Forst’s 
approach is that it aims to do justice to a substantial number of 
contextualist commitments, but without sacrificing the moral and 
political universalism of the Kantian tradition. As Forst explains in 
the introduction to Contexts of Justice, his aim is to offer a concep-
tion of justice that “avoids both the criticism of context blindness 
and a contextualism that fails to recognize the universalist core of 
the call for ‘justice’ ” (CJ, xii). In Contexts of Justice, Forst differen-
tiates four conceptually and analytically distinct—if always over-
lapping in practice—contexts of justice: the ethical, the legal, the 
political, and the moral. On Forst’s account, justice requires doing 
justice to persons across all four of these dimensions. His theory 
of justice is grounded in an account of justification, where validity 
must always be claimed and redeemed in particular—ethical, legal, 
political, or moral—intersubjective justificatory contexts. Hence, 
Forst’s “theory of justice is at the same time context-bound and 
context-transcending insofar as it takes these normative dimen-
sions into consideration, without absolutizing any particular one” 
(CJ, 5). As will become clearer in the next two chapters, I share 
Forst’s overall interest in combining the insights of universalism 
and contextualism, but have a different understanding of the best 
way to do this. Hence it is worth taking some time to clarify how 
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Forst attempts to do this and in what precise—and ultimately 
rather limited—sense his constructivist view can also be consid-
ered a contextualist one.

For Forst, the distinct contexts of justice and of justification—
the ethical, legal, political, and moral—overlap and intersect in 
practice, and yet there is a structure and a hierarchy to their interre-
lation. For example, ethical values raise a distinctive kind of valid-
ity claim; “they are valid only for individuals who can identify with 
these values, that is, who can affirm them as part of their identities 
in view of their life histories (as histories within communities and 
particular contexts)” (CJ, 28). In other words, ethical claims nec-
essarily refer to persons insofar as they are members of particular 
communities with particular values and conceptions of the good. 
Legal norms, by contrast, refer to all members of a legal community, 
and as such they must be justified in more general terms, according 
to an abstract notion of a legal person whose basic legal-political 
rights provide for the protection of individuals as ethical persons 
(CJ, 82). In this way, legal norms provide a framework within which 
individuals can pursue their own ethically rooted conceptions of the 
good. Legal norms, in turn, derive their validity from moral norms 
that are reciprocally and generally justified; these moral norms, 
when translated into legal-political contexts, yield a system of basic 
human rights that has a moral basis (CJ, 82).

Hence, morality is, for Forst, a kind of limit concept; ethical, 
legal, and political norms may be justified with respect to the con-
text of distinct ethical, legal, and political communities, but they 
cannot violate or contravene the dictates of morality. As Forst puts 
the point with respect to legal norms: “Basic rights do indeed have 
a concrete legal content, but they require moral justification: they 
form the core of the protection of the person, and, for moral rea-
sons, this core cannot be limited in favor of ethical or practical con-
siderations” (CJ, 85). In this way, Forst speaks of a “threshold of  
reciprocity and generality” that legal norms must meet in order to 
be valid (CJ, 85). He makes a similar point with respect to the politi-
cal context, which he discusses in terms of an account of delibera-
tive democracy understood as “the rule of generally justified rea-
sons” (CJ, 123). Here, too, morality serves as a threshold context:
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Particularly with problems in which moral questions play a role. . . . 
the moral points of view must take precedence; they must not be  
sacrificed to ethical or, even worse, pragmatic considerations. The 
emphasis on this strict criterion thus derives not from the neglect of 
the ethical constitution of persons and the contextless ideal of “pure” 
discourses but from the special significance of the moral protection of 
persons in their concrete identity. Political discourses are not moral 
discourses but are concerned with diverse material; they must not 
however give wrong answers to moral problems.  

(CJ, 126, translation modified)

Forst’s account of the political is thus sensitive to context inasmuch 
as he maintains that certain claims of social justice—for example, 
claims about how social inequalities can be justified, if they can be—
are relative to the particular social context within which they are 
lodged—for example, because claims that aim to justify inequalities 
must be justified to the worst-off members of that society. How-
ever, this is not the same as saying they are relativistic because cen-
tral to Forst’s view is the idea that there are some basic rights that 
all persons have qua moral persons and that these are justified in 
every society (CJ, 145).

In other words, in different ways, the ethical, legal, and political 
contexts all refer back to an overarching “context,” that of moral-
ity. Although Forst claims to be charting a course between (liberal) 
universalism and (communitarian) contextualism, and he even 
goes so far as to describe his view as a “contextualist universalism,” 
an examination of how he understands the moral “context” serves 
to clarify in what—extremely limited—sense his view can be con-
sidered a contextualist one. Against communitarian critics, Forst 
argues that his theory of justice as the right to justification does not 
bottom out in a particular conception of the good, where the good 
is defined in terms of self-determination or individual freedom. 
Rather, Forst maintains that his contextualist universalism “con-
nects formal universalism and substantive contextualism by means 
of the idea that universal principles establish a formal framework 
that is constantly reiterated in a different manner in contexts of 
political communities, in their self-understandings, practices, and 
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institutions” (CJ, 167). Contextualist universalism imposes two 
kinds of moral constraints on social contexts: first, it imposes the 
internal restriction that communities can claim legitimacy for 
themselves only if their core components are generally recognized 
by their community members as justified (CJ, 171); and, second, it 
imposes the external restriction that ethical or political communi-
ties must not contravene a certain set of minimal moral norms that 
recognize all human beings as moral persons (CJ, 171–172). These 
minimal moral norms are grounded in a principle of practical rea-
son that does not, on Forst’s view, express a particular conception 
of the good or a contingent set of shared understandings.

To be sure, this conception of practical reason is open to contes-
tation and revision. Hence, Forst maintains, the principle of practi-
cal reason should be interpreted “recursively and discursively: in the 
absence of metaphysically validated normative principles, moral-uni-
versal justification can be located only in a process of reciprocal ratio-
nal argumentation that is in principle unfinished. If the alternatives 
of moral realism and relativism are to be equally avoided, then norms 
of justice must, as it were, ‘earn’ their universal claim to validity” (CJ, 
176). Nevertheless, Forst’s contextualist universalism consists in a 
nested hierarchy of normative contexts. Validity claims are situated 
within specific contexts of justification—ethical validity claims must 
be justified to members of ethical communities with shared concep-
tions of the good, legal validity claims to members of political com-
munities, and moral validity claims to all moral persons—but one 
context overrides the rest and provides the moral threshold of recip-
rocal and general justification that the other contexts cannot breach. 
This is the “context” of “the unlimited community of all moral per-
sons” (CJ, 196). Even if one were to accept that the moral context 
qualifies as a context in the relevant sense—which is far from clear 
to me, given that it is defined as the all-encompassing context of all 
contexts—this context is, in turn, rooted in a conception of practical 
reason that is clearly not understood in contextualist terms.

In the absence of “ultimate” reasons, the very point of morality “with-
out a bannister [sic]” is found in this self-critical recursive “uncondi-
tionality” of reason. By reason of its procedural character, the principle 
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of general justification does justice to the substantive conceptions of 
the good of persons in communities, without resting on a theory of 
the good: regarding questions of ethical self-determination, equal 
rights, political autonomy, and moral integrity, it refers to contexts 
that are filled in concretely by ethical persons on the basis of their 
identities, by legal persons in mutual respect for personal autonomy, 
by citizens in political self-determination, and by moral persons in 
reciprocal recognition. . . . In this complex view of different contexts 
of practical questions and reciprocal recognition there lies the pos-
sibility of a connection between universalism and contextualism.

(CJ, 229)

Thus, in Forst’s work, the connection between universalism and 
contextualism amounts to this: a universalist conception of practi-
cal reason serves as the basis for a universalist conception of the 
“context” of morality that can then be concretely filled in, in various 
ethical, legal, and political contexts, so long as they don’t contra-
vene the requirements of morality or of practical reason. Moreover, 
the account of practical reason on which the whole edifice rests is, 
as Forst admits, “context-sensitive but not contextualist” (CJ, 237).

PR ACT IC AL RE A SON, AU T HORI TARIANI SM,  
AND SUBJECT ION

But the limits of Forst’s contextualism also reveal a potential prob-
lem for his constructivist strategy for grounding normativity. After 
all, if moral constructivism ultimately rests on some view about 
practical reason, then isn’t the problem to which constructivism is 
supposed to offer such an elegant solution—namely, how to ground 
the validity of our moral judgments in a way that avoids relativism 
but without recourse to moral realism or foundationalism—just 
shifted back a level, to the level of the account of practical reason? 
Since that account of practical reason is a normatively laden one, 
can’t we just ask what grounds the appeal to the normative content 
of the account of practical reason itself? If, in an effort to avoid 
moral realism, one answers this question, as Forst does, by say-
ing, in effect, “this is just what it means to be a practical reasoner, 
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as revealed by my reconstructive argument,” then the norms that 
are taken to be constitutive of practical reason threaten to become 
arbitrary, or, even worse, authoritarian. As Adorno points out in 
his critique of Kantian moral philosophy, to insist that “the given 
nature of the moral law should not be open to further question-
ing” is an “authoritarian gesture” which asserts that “the fact that 
it [that is, the moral law] exists is actually the most powerful proof 
of its validity” (PMP, 95). Raising this point need not reveal, on the 
part of the critic, a “foundationalist desire for a metaphysical secu-
rity we cannot have,” as Forst suggests (JJ, 182). After all, it is Forst 
who is committed to the project of providing a strong philosophical 
justification or grounding for our normative principles or ideals; 
thus, it would seem to be a problem for his view, by his own lights, if 
that justification should turn out to rest on an arbitrary foundation. 
If, by contrast, we let go of the project of offering a strong philo-
sophical grounding of normativity and understand practical reason 
in a more open-ended, practical, and political way, then the worry 
about arbitrariness may well come to seem misplaced as well.

In response to the worry about arbitrariness, Forst insists that 
“all we have is the best account of the principles of the practice we 
call the use of reason, and there is no God or eternal truth that dic-
tates that to us” (JJ, 182). But here the worry about authoritarianism 
reemerges in a slightly different form. Who, after all, are “we,” and 
how does that “we” go about determining which account of practi-
cal reason is the best? Can we be confident that “our” conceptions 
of practical reason are free of ideological distortions? Nor should 
this be seen as an empty worry, since there has been a great deal of 
criticism over the last thirty years or more, from feminist, queer, 
postcolonial, and critical race theorists, of the very conception 
of practical reason on which Forst’s moral constructivism rests. 
Such critiques claim that the Kantian Enlightenment conception 
of practical reason explicitly or implicitly excludes, represses, or 
dominates all that is associated with the so-called Other of rea-
son, whether that be understood in terms of madness, irrational-
ity, the emotions, the affects, embodiment, or the imagination, 
all of which are symbolically associated with black, queer, female, 
colonized, and subaltern subjects. These symbolic associations  
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serve both to rationalize and to justify existing relations of racial, 
heterosexist, and ethnic oppression and domination—by defin-
ing women, blacks, queers, colonized, and subaltern peoples as 
not rational and therefore as not fully human—at the same time 
that they reinforce certain stereotypical understandings of black, 
queer, feminine, and subaltern identity as closer to nature, more 
tied to the body, more emotional, more prone to madness, irratio-
nality, and violence, and so on. This shows the extent to which the 
Kantian notion of practical reason has been closely bound up with 
pernicious notions of progress, inasmuch as it has provided the 
benchmark with respect to which black, female, queer, colonized, 
and subaltern subjects have been judged to be sufficiently civilized, 
mature, developed, or capable of autonomous self-rule. Moreover, 
as James Tully has argued, Kantian and neo-Kantian metanarra-
tives, precisely because of their formal, abstract, universal, neces-
sary, and obligatory character, “cannot recognize and respect any 
other of the plurality of narratives, traditions or civilizations as 
equal yet different, and enter into a dialogue with them on equal 
footing.” They are, Tully suggests, imperialist in their very form, 
precisely as metanarratives.

The argument I am making here might best be thought of as a 
kind of pessimistic induction. The thought is that, given that con-
ceptions of practical reason have had these exclusionary effects 
and have been entangled in and served to justify relationships of 
domination in the past, we should reasonably worry that whatever 
conception of practical reason we now endorse will turn out to have 
similar biases built into it that we are not now in a position to see, 
and thus will not be as formal, abstract, or universal as we think. 
The point of this pessimistic induction is not to suggest that prac-
tical reason is always or necessarily a tool of domination, nor is it 
to claim that those who endorse the ideal of practical reason while 
admitting to its ideological misuses in the past are mired in para-
dox (see JJ, 181). Rather, it is to make the more modest claim that 
coming to appreciate the extent to which all of our previous concep-
tions of the reasonable “have been exclusionary, one-sided, racist, 
paternalistic, etc.” (JJ, 181), as Forst himself admits, should serve to 
undermine our confidence that we have now hit upon a conception 
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of the reasonable that is not so entangled with domination. And 
this, in turn, should make us doubtful about our ability to articulate 
a conception of practical reason “as such,” one that aims to estab-
lish, as Forst’s account does, that by virtue of the very act of engag-
ing in practical reasoning, regardless of the particular historical or 
cultural context in which I find myself, I thereby commit myself to 
providing justifications for my actions and my normative commit-
ments, justifications that are guided by the normative constraints 
of reciprocity and generality. Although Forst denies that we have 
access to an ahistorical, transcendent, pure notion of reason or 
even to a point of view from which we could settle the question 
of whether “our” conception of practical reason is either histori-
cally necessary or historically contingent, his account of practical 
reason as such has the formal, abstract, necessary, universal, and 
obligatory character that Tully identifies as imperialist in form.

For another way to see the problem with Forst’s overly abstract 
conception of practical reason as such, consider his account of 
the space of justification, understood as a space populated with 
“reasonable, autonomous, and moral beings who must be able to 
account for their actions to one another” (RJ, 22). How, after all, 
by what mechanisms and for what motivations, do individuals 
enter such a space? In contrast to neo-Humeans such as Bernard  
Williams, Forst insists that the reasons for taking up the moral point 
of view cannot be external, in the sense of fear of external sanctions 
or guilt or considerations of self-interest. And this is so because “a 
categorical and unconditionally valid morality cannot stand on an 
instrumentally or ethically hypothetical foundation. It requires an 
unconditioned ground” (RJ, 34). So, the motivation for taking up the 
moral point of view has to be “respect for the fundamental right 
to justification of every autonomous moral person” (RJ, 37), which 
Forst characterizes as a “second-order practical insight” that is 
“fundamental for morality” (RJ, 37). Through this insight, “humans 
recognize themselves and each other reciprocally as members of the 
moral community of justification that includes all human beings, as 
autonomous and responsible beings, endowed with reason, who are 
members of a shared (and commonly constructed) space of justify-
ing reasons” (RJ, 37–38).
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On Forst’s view, one cannot arrive at this insight into what it 
means to be moral by being convinced that doing so is in your inter-
est, for the phenomenon of being moral “consists in the fact that 
anyone who realizes that he is morally obligated toward others also 
knows that he cannot have reasons for this obligation rooted in 
primarily self-regarding empirical interests, such as the avoidance 
of sanctions” (RJ, 58). In support of this point, Forst paraphrases 
Heidegger’s attempt to dissolve (rather than solve) the problem 
of epistemological skepticism about the external world. As Hei-
degger famously argued, the problem of skepticism arises only if 
one accepts an artificial and problematic view of the relationship 
between subject and object, whereby the subject is understood as 
a unique kind of being, set over against a world of objects. Once 
one sets things up in that way, the subject is separated from objects 
by a chasm that it can never quite manage to get back across; it is 
forever after plagued by skeptical worries about whether its experi-
ence of the world in fact matches up with the way the world really is. 
Heidegger’s (dis)solution of this problem rests on showing it to be 
a false problem, based on an abstraction from our primordial way 
of existing, which is to be immersed in the world, to experience our 
being-in-the-world as a unified phenomenon. Forst attempts to run 
an intriguing parallel argument with respect to moral skepticism. As 
Forst puts it, “From the perspective of someone who understands 
himself as a moral being, from the perspective of moral ‘being-in-
the-world,’ so to speak, this question [that is, why be moral?] does 
not even arise; and someone who does not understand himself 
morally can never be brought to see the point of morality in this 
way [that is, by means of external sanctions]” (RJ, 104).

But notice that there is a crucial disanalogy between epistemo-
logical and moral skepticism that Forst does not acknowledge, and 
it is a difference that casts doubt on Forst’s strategy here. The dif-
ference is this: no one starts out in life a skeptic about the reality of 
the world. Quite the contrary, we all start out in life as naïve real-
ists, who experience ourselves as immersed in the world in just the 
way that Heidegger’s phenomenology attempts to recover. As any-
one who has taught introduction to philosophy knows quite well, a 
good deal of sophisticated philosophical argumentation is typically 
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necessary in order to motivate skeptical doubts about our knowl-
edge, and those doubts tend to dissipate all too easily as soon as we 
leave the philosophy classroom, which, as Hume noted, we quite 
naturally do by opening the door rather than the window. But in the 
case of moral skepticism, the situation is much less clear. Although 
some recent work in empirical psychology has attempted to sug-
gest otherwise, there is at least some reason for thinking that we 
do all start out life as moral skeptics, or at least as creatures who 
do not yet inhabit the moral point of view. Anyone who has spent 
a significant amount of time with toddlers has some experience 
with this phenomenon. Children have to be socialized into moral-
ity and the central mechanism for this socialization is precisely the 
threat of sanctions (whether positive or negative), which (if all goes 
well) leads through the mechanism of guilt to the internalization 
of structures of parental authority. This basic insight is found not 
only in the work of Nietzsche and Freud; it is also central to the first 
generation of the Frankfurt School. As Horkheimer and Adorno 
put it, “Humanity had to inflict terrible injuries on itself before the 
self  .  .  . was created, and something of this process is repeated in 
every childhood” (DE, 26). However, lest one think that this is an 
overly authoritarian view of parenting that is best left behind (JJ, 
185), let me emphasize that such sanctions need not be negative—
rewarding children for doing the right thing is every bit as much a 
sanction as punishing them for doing wrong—and that this basic 
idea is also central to the work of considerably less pessimistic or 
ambivalent theorists of moral development such as Lawrence Kohl-
berg and even Habermas.

Forst acknowledges that there’s a degree of socialization required 
here but insists that this socialization is benign: “To become part of 
such contexts means to learn to recognize what justifications are, 
when one owes them, and to whom. Such processes of formation do 
not ‘ram’ an ‘absolute must’ into us in an inexplicable manner. . . . 
Rather, they constitute the way in which we are as fellow human 
beings and through which we become individual persons” (RJ, 61). 
But he offers no discussion of how one is socialized into the space 
of moral reasons, nor does he acknowledge the role that accepting 
and internalizing the superior power of the parent, who stands 
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in for the normative authority of the social order, necessarily and 
inevitably plays in this process as a result of the child’s radical  
dependence on her parents. Nor does he appreciate the fact that 
from the point of view of the child, these formation processes neces-
sarily have an element of inexplicability and arbitrariness to them; 
the child can only appreciate the reasons that justify such socializa-
tion processes and legitimize the authority on which they rest after 
the fact, after she has taken up a position within the space of rea-
sons and adopted the moral point of view. The threat of parental 
or social sanctions—whether positive or negative—and the mecha-
nisms of guilt and shame play a crucial role in this process. Until 
that point is reached, parental reasons, from the point of view of 
the child, all seem to rest on one ultimate ground: because I said so.

Here I am once again echoing a point that Adorno, building on 
the insights of psychoanalysis, makes in his critique of Kantian 
moral philosophy. Adorno argues that Kant appeals to our experi-
ence of duty or of obligation as “the most powerful reason for us to 
recognize the moral law and to acknowledge that some such thing 
as conscience really does exist”; however, in so doing, Kant “falls 
into a trap of his own making,” inasmuch as “the actual existence of 
compulsive behavior of the kind that is commonly covered by the 
concept of conscience tells us nothing about the legitimacy of this 
authority” (PMP, 81). That authority, which is the ultimate ground 
of normativity in this Kantian picture, is not an unconditioned but 
rather a contingent ground; “it cannot, therefore, be regarded as 
the rightful source of the moral” (PMP, 83). In short, there is an 
“element of heteronomy at the heart of Kant’s so-called doctrine 
of autonomy” (PMP, 83). Indeed, one might go so far as to say that 
heteronomy is the condition of possibility for (Kantian) autonomy. 
If this is the case, then the space of (autonomous) reasons is also a 
space of (heteronomous) power in the sense that it is constituted 
through a certain kind of power relation that can only be justified to 
the participants after they have entered it and accepted its demands 
and constitutive norms.

The conclusion we should draw from this is not that all authority 
is illegitimate, that we shouldn’t discipline children, or that freedom 
means a wild, schizophrenic, anarchic transgression of the bound-
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aries of moral personhood. Rather, the conclusion is a more com-
plicated one: that power relations are constitutive of subjectivity  
and moral personhood, that power relations provide the condition of 
possibility for entering the space of reasons in the first place, which 
means that the space of reasons is, in a slightly different sense from 
the one delineated above, always already a space of power. More-
over, and here we can connect this worry about how one enters the 
space of reasons to the previous discussion about the potentially 
authoritarian and exclusionary nature of our conceptions of practi-
cal reason, the power relation at issue here isn’t merely a structural 
feature of the dependency relation that obtains between young 
children and their parents. Inasmuch as parents stand in for and 
are themselves profoundly shaped by the normative demands of 
the existing social order—by socializing their children to take up 
particular gender, race, sexual, and cultural identities, for example, 
in ways that they may not even themselves endorse or even fully 
comprehend—parental authority is not easily disentangled from 
existing relations of social authority, dominance, and hegemony. 
Hence, although it would be too strong to view the process of sub-
jection as per se subordinating, in societies that are highly stratified 
by identity-based forms of dominance and subordination such as 
those of race, gender, and sexuality, this process often entails being 
socialized into taking up positions of subordination. Moreover, the 
structural dependence of the child on the superior power of the 
parent for its own survival and development as an intact subject 
renders the child systematically vulnerable to subordination, since 
the child so desires the social recognition that comes with having a 
stable social identity that she will attach to a subordinating form of 
identity rather than not attach at all. As Fanon’s work brilliantly 
shows, these intertwined dynamics of recognition, subjection, and 
subordination are at work in colonial contexts, where they help to 
produce what Fanon calls “the inferiority complex” of the black 
man, a complex that is instilled through a process of “internaliza-
tion or rather epidermalization.” As a result of this colonial form 
of subjection, Fanon contends, “what is called the black soul is a 
construction by white folk,” and the goal of Fanon’s critique must 
be a liberation of “the black man from himself.”
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As I mentioned above, the critique of the overly abstract Kantian 
conception of practical reason and normativity can be launched 
from a variety of theoretical perspectives, including, as Fanon’s 
work shows, from the direction of post- or decolonial theory. In 
some ways, the line of thought that I have been sketching here 
dovetails with a communitarian critique of Forst’s Kantian account. 
Although I would not characterize my own position as communi-
tarian, it is worth considering this critique if only because Forst’s 
response to it is, in my view, revealing. The communitarian critique 
could be thought of as starting from the question of what, after all, 
we are being socialized into when we are being socialized into the 
space of reasons. Are we being socialized into a reasoning practice 
that allows us to arrive at or at least approximate a truly universal, 
context-transcending perspective, one that affords us a genuinely 
critical perspective on any form of life whatsoever, including our 
own? Or are we being socialized into a particular form of life, one 
that is rooted in and carries with it both the ethical values and, per-
haps, the ideological biases of that form of life? Is the community of 
beings who argue a truly universal community, or is it reflective of a 
particular, and particularly modern, Western, post-Enlightenment 
form of life? And if the latter, then might the freestanding concep-
tion of practical reason that serves as the foundation for Forst’s 
theory of justice turn out to be not so freestanding at all? Might 
it not implicitly presuppose the superiority of the particular West-
ern, post-Enlightenment form of life in which it is rooted and thus 
rely on the very kind of historical truth claim that Forst claims to 
eschew?

Forst considers such worries in his discussion of Charles Taylor’s 
work, since Taylor argues that belief in the power of reason and 
the autonomous subject are not, in fact, universal moral values, but 
rather part of the uniquely modern spirit or identity (RJ, 73–74). 
Hence, on Taylor’s view, the normative concepts such as practical 
reason and autonomy that undergird universalistic Kantian moral 
theories are themselves rooted in thick ethical values or constitu-
tive goods of a particular form of life, namely, the modern (Euro-
pean) form of life. In response to Taylor, Forst insists that the valid-
ity of morality cannot be grounded in this way, since “morality is 
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about a sphere of categorically binding norms whose observance 
is not required for the sake of one’s own good, but is unconditionally 
required for the sake of the good of others according to the crite-
ria of reciprocity and generality” (RJ, 74). Morality and its central 
principle, the principle of justification, must be grounded instead 
in “practical reason itself” (RJ, 74). However, to the non-Kantian, 
this response sounds a bit like emphatically stamping one’s foot, 
inasmuch as it presupposes precisely what is supposed to be at 
issue here, which is whether or not the validity of the moral can 
have an unconditioned ground, whether or not it can be defended 
independently of any and all thick, culturally specific conceptions 
of the good. The most that Forst seems entitled to say at this point 
is that in order to count as a genuine morality in his neo-Kantian 
sense of that term, a system of normative principles would have to 
have an unconditioned ground; but claiming that this is a necessary 
feature of morality as such is not, by itself, sufficient to show that 
this unconditioned ground actually exists. It is worth noting that 
part of Taylor’s historical story is about the “belief in the power of 
reason of the autonomous subject” as one of the goods particular to 
modernity (RJ, 74). If Taylor’s historical genealogy is plausible, then 
even Forst’s account of practical reason comes from somewhere, is 
rooted in a particular point of view, something like the point of 
view of European Enlightenment modernity. And in that case, the 
communitarian challenge is a serious one—and it isn’t just about 
how to draw the distinction between ethics and morality, as impor-
tant as that issue may be. Rather, it is about whether all attempts, 
such as Forst’s, to articulate morality in the strong universalist and  
categorical sense are not, in fact, thick, particular, ethical values 
and substantive conceptions of the good in disguise.

To be sure, Forst criticizes Taylor by saying that “excluding a 
Hegelian recourse to the absolute, [Taylor’s] narrative reconstruc-
tion of the goods underlying modern identity is confronted with 
the problem of justifying the validity of this kind of ethics” (RJ, 74). 
This is the same basic argument that he offered against the commu-
nitarian critique of universalist, Kantian conceptions of morality 
in his earlier work (CJ, 215–229). But notice that this is only true to 
the extent that one understands validity in the fairly demanding 
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sense that Forst himself does. If, by contrast, one is comfortable 
with a less demanding, more contextualist conception of normative 
validity, one that is indexed more to particular and local concep-
tions of practical reason rather than the idea of practical reason as 
such, then perhaps one wouldn’t have to have recourse either to 
a Hegelian theory of the absolute or to the Kantian notion of an 
unconditioned ground. I will come back to this issue in the conclud-
ing chapter of this book.

PU T T ING FIR ST T HINGS FIR ST:  POW ER AND T HE 
ME T HODOLOGY OF CRI T IC AL T HEORY

In the previous section, I argued that Forst’s conception of practi-
cal reason obscures rather than illuminates reason’s various entan-
glements with certain kinds of power relations, particularly with 
forms of authoritarianism and subjection that are found in various 
relations of subordination and that assume particularly pernicious 
forms in the context of colonialism. And yet, Forst himself insists 
that what distinguishes his framework for critical theory from alter-
natives is its ability to foreground questions of power (JC, 109–125). 
As he puts it, the first question of justice is the question of “the 
justifiability of social relations and the distribution of the ‘power of 
justification’ within a political context” (RJ, 11). This insight is cen-
tral to a critical theory of justice, which insofar as it is critical must 
also be radical, that is, it must uncover the roots of social injustice. 
The first good of a critical theory of justice is therefore “the socially 
effective power to demand, question, and provide justifications, 
and to turn them into the foundations of political action and insti-
tutional arrangements” (RJ, 11). Hence a critical theory of justice 
that puts the issue of justification at its center is one that, as Forst 
puts it, puts “first things first,” where this means that it puts the 
issue of “justificatory power” first (JC, 120). Justice, Forst rightly 
insists, is a matter not of the distribution of goods but of the sub-
jection of some individuals to the domination or arbitrary rule of 
others. Thus the first question of justice is the question of power.

And yet, it is far from clear that Forst succeeds in putting first 
things first. The reasons for this have mainly to do with Forst’s  
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conceptualization of power. In The Right to Justification, Forst tends 
to present justificatory power as something normatively positive 
and empowering, and to link it to the ability on the part of subjects 
of domination or arbitrary rule to demand justification for their sit-
uation. In this vein, he claims that justificatory power is “the highest 
good of justice (though one that cannot be distributed like a mate-
rial good)” and he defines it as “the ‘discursive’ power to provide 
and to demand justifications, and to challenge false legitimations” 
(RJ, 196). As a result, his formulation of justificatory power in that 
text is open to the criticism that it overemphasizes reason’s eman-
cipatory potential and underemphasizes the subordinating power 
of justification, that is, the ways in which conceptions of practical 
reason and practices or orders of justification can and do serve to 
entrench, rationalize, and legitimate relations of domination by 
defining female, queer, and subaltern subjects as irrational or unrea-
sonable. However, Forst claims in response to this line of criticism 
that his more recent work articulates a more complex and ambiva-
lent conception of power that is attentive to both the empowering 
and the subordinating effects of justificatory power (JJ, 178).

In this recent work, Forst continues to equate power with justifi-
catory power, though he now describes such justificatory power in 
normatively neutral terms. For him, the concept of power describes 
“what is going on when someone acts for certain reasons for which 
others are responsible—that is, reasons that he or she would not 
otherwise have had and that still characterize him or her as an agent 
for whom alternatives of action remain open, though possibly less 
than before” (NP, 2). To be subjected to power means to be moved 
by reasons that others have given me and that motivate me to think 
or act in some way that I would not otherwise have done. Hence, 
power, for Forst, is noumenal, which means that it exists in the realm 
of justifications. But, unlike in his earlier discussions of justificatory 
power, Forst now conceives of noumenal power as a “normatively 
neutral notion of power that enables us to distinguish more particu-
lar forms of power, such as rule, coercion, or domination” (NP, 1). 
Power, on this view, “rests on recognized, accepted justifications—
some good, some bad, some in between” (NP, 6). In other words, 
the justifications on which power rests may be “well-founded and  
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collectively shared with good reasons, or they can be merely ‘over-
lapping,’ or they can be distorted and ideological” (NP, 7).

Forst thus defends a cognitivist account of power, according to 
which “power is what goes on in the head, and what goes on is rec-
ognition of a reason to act in a certain way.” Physical force thus 
serves as the limit for power; when power turns into physical force, 
the noumenal character of power vanishes. Unlike physical force or 
violence, power, for Forst, rests on recognition, specifically, the rec-
ognition by the target of power that the actions of another agent 
or other agents give her a reason to think or act in a particular way. 
To use one of Forst’s examples, for a blackmailer to exercise power 
over his target, the target must recognize the threat of blackmail as 
real or serious and thereby take it as a reason to change his actions; 
otherwise, the threat disappears and the power of the blackmailer 
vanishes. Power not only rests on perceived or recognized justifica-
tions; it “exists only when there is such acceptance” (NP, 6).

Although the fact that Forst’s more recent conceptualization of 
power is normatively neutral does allow him to address the ideolog-
ical and dominating potential of justificatory power, its overly cog-
nitivist understanding of power has some problematic implications 
when it comes to theorizing social subordination and oppression. 
For one thing, to say that power rests on the recognition of reasons 
or justification on the part of the person over whom power is exer-
cised seems to imply an account of power where no one can oppress 
you without your permission that puts too much responsibility for 
upholding relations of dominance on those who are subordinated 
to the power of others. In a way that is strangely reminiscent of Sar-
trean notions of absolute freedom and responsibility, Forst seems 
committed to saying that I can be free (that is, not subject to power) 
even if I am oppressed or colonized or facing a line of tanks, since 
it is up to me to decide whether I regard my oppression or coloniza-
tion as being justified or whether I respect the authority of those 
who are giving orders to the people driving the tanks—roughly, as 
Sartre would have put it, what my situation means to me. There is 
a sense in which this is a true, even a compelling thought, but the 
fact that it can be invoked in any situation whatsoever suggests that 
the definition of power on which this claim rests does not give us 
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the kind of analytical precision or clarity that we might hope for in 
a critical theory of power.

When used to analyze relations of oppression and domina-
tion, this way of conceptualizing power seems to imply that, for 
example, I am subject to masculine domination only insofar as I 
recognize it as being justified (whether that justification rests on 
good or bad reasons). But it seems to me that I can be subject to 
gender-based subordination whether or not I personally recognize 
it as justified, whether or not I take it as giving me a reason to act in 
a certain way or not, so long as enough people around me do accept 
it as legitimate and take it as a reason for their actions. I can still 
be taken less seriously as a philosopher, paid less than my male col-
leagues, subjected to sexual harassment, and so on, even if I do not 
myself recognize or accept the justifications for male dominance. 
In that way, gender subordination is strikingly disanalogous to 
Forst’s blackmail example. As formulated, Forst’s view implies that 
individuals can decide for themselves whether or not others have 
power over them, but this seems implausible, so perhaps it isn’t 
what he has in mind. However, even the somewhat more plau-
sible claim that it is not individuals but collectives—say, some par-
ticular group of women or even women as a whole—who can col-
lectively decide to stop recognizing the authority of those who are 
attempting to subject them to masculine domination and thereby 
make the power disappear is far from intuitively obvious. Certainly 
groups can try to refuse or to challenge certain kinds of justifica-
tions or reasons for subordination, but whether these collective 
refusals could possibly succeed is an open question. Feminists have 
been openly questioning and critiquing justifications for masculine 
power and privilege for decades, and yet such power remains stub-
bornly entrenched.

However, the main issue that I want to focus on here is rather 
different. Inasmuch as Forst defines power as “a way of binding  
others through reasons” (NP, 16), it isn’t clear that his account of 
power can make sense of the role that power plays in constituting 
the space of reasons in the first place. That is, it isn’t clear that his 
account of power can make sense of the dynamics of subjection that 
I discussed in the previous section. To be sure, Forst acknowledges 
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that “even the most powerful individuals or groups cannot deter-
mine or close off the space of reasons entirely—that would be a 
task for the gods or a Leviathan as Hobbes imagined it. To have 
power means to rule in the space of reasons; but, given the plural-
ity of human life, this is not absolute rule” (NP, 17). On this model, 
domination can be understood as the attempt to close off the space 
of reasons for some persons, but by definition this is an attempt 
that can never fully succeed. And yet, insofar as he defines power 
as rule in the space of reasons, Forst clearly does not understand 
it as rule through the constitution of the space of reasons. Thus, 
he seems either to rule out or to thoroughly domesticate the idea 
of subjection as a form of power, since subjection, understood as 
the becoming of subjects in and through a process of subjection to 
power relations, is the means by which individuals are given entry 
to the space of reasons. As Martin Saar has put this point, summing 
up the implications of a more constitutive, Foucaultian conception 
of power for thinking about the discursive space of reasons:

Doesn’t the discursive performance of the speaking, reason-
exchanging subject necessarily rely on a multiplicity of practices 
not of its own making and not at its disposal? But are we then not 
required to admit that an intimate bond connects discourse, the 
space of reasons, and its social conditions, the realm of power? But 
this would mean that discourse is a realm of power and nothing 
sealed off from it. Being made, and being made possible by social 
practices (all of which will include exclusions, regulations, normal-
izations); discourse and reason are products of constitutions and 
therefore of power, and not even being right will help us from not 
being totally free.

I suspect that this line of thought would be anathema to Forst, 
whose division of labor between the constructive and the critical 
tasks of a theory of justice seems designed to avoid precisely the 
sort of considerations about the intertwining of the space of rea-
sons and the space of power that I’ve been suggesting. This brings 
me to my second challenge, concerning the methodology of criti-
cal theory. According to Forst, the constructive part of the theory 
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of justice “lies in identifying the premises, principles, and proce-
dures of the project of establishing a (more) just society” (RJ, 117); 
the critical part “lies in uncovering false or absent justifications 
for existing social relations and the corresponding relocation of 
the power of justification to the subjects themselves” (RJ, 117). The 
centerpiece of the constructive part of the theory is the justifi-
cation of a just basic structure, which rests on the constructivist 
account of the principle of justification and the reconstructivist 
account of practical reason. The centerpiece of the critical part of 
the theory of justice is the “analysis and critique of legal, political, 
and social relations that are not reciprocally and generally justi-
fiable. It requires a critique of relations of justification in a double 
sense, namely, both with respect to the real, particularly institu-
tional possibility of discursive justification and (in terms of dis-
course theory) with regard to allegedly ‘generally’ accepted and 
acceptable results, that in truth are missing a sufficient ground-
ing” (RJ, 121).

The advantage of distinguishing between the constructive and 
the critical tasks of a theory of justice in this way is relatively clear: 
it allows Forst to confine questions of the relations of domination 
in existing social relations to the critical part of the theory, allow-
ing him to focus in the constructive part on the normative defense 
and elaboration of the principle of justification and the correspond-
ing conception of practical reason. This enables Forst to develop 
a strong normative foundation on the basis of which power rela-
tions can be critically assessed. But the shortcomings of such an 
approach, at least from the point of view of critical theory, are, in 
my view, equally clear. This sort of approach seems to be a clear 
instance of political philosophy as applied ethics. The strategy is 
to develop and defend a normative philosophical framework that 
rests on independent—freestanding—grounds and then, in a sec-
ond step, to apply this theory to the task of criticizing existing social 
relations. In Forst’s work, the freestanding normative philosophical 
framework is the right to justification, a right that is grounded, in 
turn, in his account of practical reason. This account provides the 
normative resources needed to transform the analysis of power 
as noumenal into a critique of actually existing power relations in  
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society by means of developing a “critical theory of relations of justi-
fication” (NP, 17).

The merits of such an approach as a general method for doing 
political philosophy are debatable. The more specific question that 
I would prefer to focus on here has to do with the merits of adopt-
ing this sort of approach when what one endeavors to do is to offer 
a critical theory of justice that puts first things first by putting the 
question of power at its center. Can an approach such as this do 
justice to the depth and complexity of power relations, especially 
as these pertain to the conditions and practices of justification 
and practical reasoning and the ongoing entanglements of such 
notions in the subordination of women, queers, racial minorities, 
and subaltern subjects? Can it illuminate the power investments 
and normative exclusions on which the conceptions of justification 
and of practical reason so often seem to rest? Can it make sense of 
the notion of subjection, understood as a phenomenon of power 
that shapes and constitutes the space of reasons as such and, in so 
doing, renders some individuals systematically vulnerable to subor-
dinating forms of identity?

In order to further motivate such questions, let’s consider two 
specific contexts in which Forst’s analyses of the right to justi-
fication, practical reason, and noumenal power seem to obscure 
rather than illuminate relations of power. First, as Kevin Olson 
has recently argued, drawing on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, the 
ideas of discourse and justification at the center of Forst’s theory 
of justice can be seen to have an implicit class bias. Within such 
contexts, paradigms of discursive justification are, Olson argues, 
the ruling ideas of a ruling class of knowledge experts: politicians, 
policy experts, journalists, writers, and academics. Members of 
such professions have high cultural capital and are extremely skilled 
in the public use of reasons. They place a high value on giving and 
asking for reasons because discursive reason-giving is so central 
to their own practices. “From this perspective,” Olson writes, “jus-
tification is not a basic human right, but a mode of practice that 
is the expert domain of others. It does not recognize one’s basic 
humanity, but implicitly universalizes a vision of humanity whose 
signature characteristics are most comfortably practiced by the 
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members of elite groups.” Olson suggests that Forst is guilty of 
what Bourdieu calls the “unconscious universalization of the par-
ticular case.” The result is a picture of justice only a philosopher (or 
another member of the class of knowledge experts) could love. This 
unconscious universalization of the particular practice of discursive 
reason giving amounts to what Olson calls “a cultural imperialism 
within developed societies: not the imposition of Western ideals on 
the rest of the world, but the imposition of the ideals of the think-
ing and talking classes on the rest of society.” This means that, 
precisely by framing justice in terms of the right to discursive jus-
tification, Forst’s theory may unwittingly reproduce certain class-
specific power relations, power relations that are obscured rather 
than revealed by his noumenal conception of power.

With reference to Olson’s point about cultural imperialism, 
consider Gayatri Spivak’s analysis of the complexities of political 
discourse between hegemon and subaltern. Recall that Spivak’s 
famous question—can the subaltern speak?—arises in the con-
text of her attempt to theorize the subject position of the female  
subaltern subject in debates about the practice of sati, or the self-
immolation of widows during the British colonial rule over India. 
Such female subaltern subjects are, Spivak argues, caught in an 
impossible double bind in which their agency is systematically 
effaced: either they submit to the patriarchal norm that defines vir-
tuous femininity in terms of self-denial or they allow themselves to 
be “saved” by the British imperialists; either they define themselves 
as subjects on patriarchal terms or they allow themselves to be con-
stituted as objects of imperialism: “The abolition of this rite [sati] 
by the British has been generally understood as a case of ‘White 
men saving brown women from brown men.’ White women.  .  .  . 
have not produced an alternative understanding. Against this is the 
Indian nativist statement, a parody of the nostalgia for lost origins: 
‘The women wanted to die.’  .  .  . The two sentences go a long way 
to legitimize each other” (CPR, 287). Spivak’s main point is that 
in neither of these two sentences does one encounter the voice of 
the women who want to perform such acts. Under such conditions, 
Spivak suggests, we must call into question the assumption that is 
implicit in Forst’s account of justificatory power and its attendant 
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deliberative conception of politics, namely, that “the oppressed, if 
given the chance, . . . can speak and know their conditions” (CRP, 269). 
Although Spivak does venture to say, in response to this question, 
that the subaltern cannot speak (CPR, 273), she also acknowledges 
that this is “an inadvisable remark” (CPR, 308). But even if we don’t 
go quite so far as to say that the subaltern cannot speak, it seems 
clear that the kinds of subaltern subjects that Spivak has in mind—
not only the women who wanted to immolate themselves, but also 
the “men and women among the illiterate peasantry, Aboriginals, 
and the lowest strata of the urban subproletariat”—cannot be heard 
by those who occupy positions of power and privilege (CPR, 269).

Spivak’s critique calls our attention not only to the vast differ-
ences of power and privilege across the (post)colonial divide, but 
also to the vast differences of power and privilege within the cat-
egory of postcolonial subjects. It is not only privileged Westerners 
who cannot hear subaltern subjects, but also postcolonial elites. 
This points to what James Tully calls the “multiplex” character of 
the distinction between “hegemon” and “subaltern,” to the ways in 
which such categories are “dispersed across complex, criss-crossing 
and overlapping fields of unequal and mutually constitutive rela-
tionships of interplay. They are not conveniently located in the 
West and the non-West or the North and South, but within and 
across these binary categories of colonial geography, dividing subal-
tern (and hegemonic) societies into complex hegemonic-subaltern 
classes and ethnicities.” Just as developed societies are fractured 
along lines of class (though not only along such lines), as in Olson’s 
analysis, Spivak insists that “the colonial or postcolonial subaltern 
is defined as being on the other side of difference, or an epistemic 
fracture, even from other groupings among the colonized” (CPR, 
309), for example, from the “self-marginalizing or self-consolidating  
migrant” who writes postcolonial theory (CPR, 6).

Spivak’s analysis of the subaltern raises questions not only about 
discursive justification but also about the narratives of progress 
and development that have typically served to make some voices 
audible while silencing or drowning out others. After all, the virtu-
ous British repeatedly described and justified their mission of sav-
ing female subalterns by appealing to narratives of progress and 



From Hegelian Reconstructivism to Kantian Constructivism 155

civilizational superiority, and such assumptions continue to inflect 
many contemporary versions of the project of imperial feminism 
that positions white Western feminists as the saviors of brown 
women. Such narratives of progress and civilizational superi-
ority are, once again, quite prominent in Kant; as McCarthy has 
argued, it is Kant’s developmentalism that enables him to recon-
cile his normative universalism with his liberal imperialism, by 
positing Africans, Native Americans, and Asians as not yet capable 
of autonomous self-rule and therefore as people in need of being 
spoken for. Thus, Spivak allows us to see how the issues of practi-
cal reason, discursive justification, and narratives of progress are 
deeply intertwined. As such, her work raises the possibility that 
Forst’s own view, while claiming to be grounded in a constructivist 
conception of normativity precisely so as to avoid the difficulties 
that arise for Honneth’s more historicist approach and precisely in 
an effort to address the kinds of postcolonial critiques of progress 
discussed above, nevertheless ends up in much the same place: 
implicitly relying on a thick, historically specific conception of the 
good that undergirds its conception of practical reason and that is 
deeply bound up with teleological progress narratives while dis-
avowing those very connections.

This multiplex situation of the postcolonial subaltern in relation 
to postcolonial elites and privileged members of hegemonic societ-
ies poses formidable difficulties for the theorist who is trying to 
analyze and critique relations of dominance and subordination in 
and across post- and neocolonial contexts. I take it that Spivak’s 
main point is to call our attention to these difficulties and to the 
epistemic violence that we so easily do even when we attempt to 
construct a theory of justice that takes into account the perspec-
tives of subaltern subjects. This is why she continually speaks of 
the “(im)possible perspective of the native informant” (CPR, 62), 
a perspective that is, in her view, continually foreclosed not only 
by Kantian universalism, but also by radical postcolonial critique, 
insofar as the latter has the tendency simply to reverse and there-
fore implicitly to legitimate the colonial attitude (CPR, 39). As Spi-
vak puts it: “No contemporary metropolitan investigator is not  
influenced by [the masculine-imperialist ideological formation]. 
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Part of our ‘unlearning’ project is to articulate our participation in 
that formation—by measuring silences, if necessary—into the object 
of investigation” (CPR, 284). This is a matter precisely of acknowl-
edging “our complicity in the muting, in order precisely to be more 
effective in the long run” (CPR, 309). However, it isn’t clear that a 
theory that understands power in wholly cognitivist and noumenal 
terms, defines justice as the right to justification, and links justice 
to a strong conception of normative progress can be of much help 
in this unlearning project. Such a theory may be quite useful in pro-
viding ways of assessing the reasons or justifications that are given 
within political discourses, but it doesn’t seem to be much help in 
the project of measuring the silences and normative exclusions 
that constitute the space of reasons within which demands for 
justification are raised. Although Forst readily acknowledges that 
particular justifications may be problematic or ideological or may 
serve the interests of those in power, there is seemingly no room in 
his theory for the thought that our ideal of justification itself rests 
on a set of social practices that are shot through with normative 
exclusions. As such, this theory not only fails to fully illuminate 
certain kinds of power relations in which we as theorists of justice 
are ourselves implicated, including the kinds of class divisions that 
Olson cites and the multiplex postcolonial power relations that Spi-
vak and Tully analyze; it also, by virtue of that failure to illuminate, 
runs the risk of reproducing them.

In response to this line of criticism, Forst turns the tables and 
insists that it is his critics who disrespect and even infantilize  
working-class or subaltern subjects by suggesting that they are 
not discursively competent or are incapable of demanding or 
offering justifications. In so doing, Forst asserts, these critics 
reproduce their own form of cultural imperialism (JJ, 192). In a 
similar vein, Forst challenges those critics who claim that a jus-
tificatory conception of practical reason is rooted in a particular 
form of life, namely, à la Taylor, the form of life characteristic of 
European Enlightenment modernity. Forst accuses such critics of 
mixing up genealogy and validity, and thus of implicitly claiming 
“that people in non-European societies in the past or the pres-
ent have no justifiable claim to be respected as moral equals, or 
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at least that they speak a foreign, ‘Western’ moral language when 
they make such claims. The result would be to exclude those who 
struggle for emancipation in such societies from the realm of justi-
fications; it would disenfranchise them morally, for they would be 
seen to have the wrong, non-European passport to properly speak 
the language of ‘European’ morality” (JJ, 183; see also JC, chaps. 2 
and 3). On Forst’s view, the structure of demanding justifications 
belongs to the “deep grammar” of social conflict, and as such is 
an essential part of all emancipatory struggles; thus, it cannot 
be said to belong to any particular form of life: “The language of 
emancipation and of no longer wanting to be denied one’s right 
to be a participatory equal is a universal language spoken in many  
tongues” (JJ, 184).

But it seems to me that Forst has constructed a straw man here. 
He is absolutely right that no one owns the concept of justifica-
tion, or even the language of European morality. To the extent 
that such concepts, practices, and ideas have proved and continue 
to prove useful in struggles against domination, critical theorists 
should regard them as important critical emancipatory tools. 
But acknowledging this point in no way requires that we accept 
his abstract Kantian picture of practical reason as such or of the 
context-transcendent metacontext of moral justification or the 
foundationalist account of normativity that these notions sup-
port. Rather, one can acknowledge that practices and languages 
of justification are used in a variety of different historical, cul-
tural, and social contexts, and that although these practices are 
embedded in particular social and cultural forms of life and in the 
webs of value that suffuse such forms of life with substantive nor-
mative content, these forms of life are also open and porous and 
entangled with one another. Nevertheless, the webs of value that 
suffuse these forms of life help to determine what can count as a 
reason in a particular justificatory context or order of justification. 
Indeed, one could argue that such a picture is required if we really 
want to understand justification as a social practice, as Forst him-
self suggests we should. In fact, this is precisely the picture found 
in the sociological work of Boltanski and Thévenot, who identify 
a plurality of what they call “principles of equivalence” operating 
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within specific orders of justification, each recognized as universal 
within its own order and formally incompatible with one another. 
Critique, for them, is either internal, in which case it relies on stan-
dards internal to a specific order of justification, or external, in 
which case the standards of one order are used to critique a situa-
tion in another order, but it neither requires nor entails reference 
to an overarching context of justification that transcends and uni-
fies all of the diverse orders of justification. The picture here is 
one of specific languages of justification supported by particular 
sets of practices of reasoning, with no one overarching context or 
metacontext that purports to transcend them all and by appeal 
to which one can easily translate from one context or order to 
another, but where the justificatory norms from one context can 
be and often are used to critique situations that arise in others.

Such a picture is better suited, I think, to acknowledging Spiv-
ak’s central point, which is the ongoing need to critically interro-
gate the power investments and normative exclusions of our own 
practices and languages of justification. To appeal to a metacon-
text of justification that ex hypothesi transcends all of the messy, 
power-laden social practices of justification in which we engage is 
to fail to acknowledge one of the central insights motivating Spi-
vak’s critique, which I would characterize in the idiom of stand-
point theory: domination, when viewed from above, looks an awful 
lot like equality. This is why any and all claims to have accessed a 
categorical normative point of view unsullied by and unentangled 
with power relations and reflective of a genuinely universal con-
ception of practical reason can so easily seem like a power play. 
Those of us in positions of privilege—academic elites within our 
own culture, hegemons in relation to subaltern subjects—should 
be especially mindful of the dangers attendant upon such claims, 
and we should work hard to problematize our own point of view, to 
consider the ways in which such claims might implicate us in rela-
tions of domination and structures of normative exclusion even—
and perhaps especially—as we attempt to theorize justice on behalf 
of subaltern subjects. This goes double for those of us committed 
to the emancipatory project of critical theory. But note that this 
does not amount to a self-contradictory rejection of the norms of  
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practical reason. Rather, it might just as easily take the form of what 
Spivak calls a vigilant and persistent “critique of what we cannot 
not want” (CPR, 110), by which I mean a persistent critical interro-
gation of the power investments and effects of our own normative 
commitments and ideals. Such a critique need not compel us to give 
up those ideals but it might lead us to inhabit them differently, to 
take up a different stance with respect to them. I will explore a pos-
sible way of inhabiting the ideal of practical reason differently, one 
that is more compatible with the kind of critical stance called for by 
Spivak, in chapter 6.

In response to the kinds of concerns about the entanglement of 
practical reason with power relations that I have raised throughout 
this chapter, Forst would no doubt say that even granting such con-
cerns, we still have no other resource on which to rely in analyzing 
and critiquing such entanglements but reason itself. As he puts it, 
“A morality of justification is a morality that can be criticized and 
revised in its details: a human morality ‘without a banister’ that can-
not in principle exclude the possibility of failures and errors. There 
is, however, only one ‘authority’ for revising any reasons that no lon-
ger seem defensible: reason itself” (RJ, 39). Indeed, in his reply to 
an earlier version of this chapter, Forst wrote: “However ‘scandal-
ous’ or ‘impure’ social and historical forms of reason have been and 
as much as we need to critically reflect on the blind spots of our own 
notions of the ‘reasonable,’ there is no other faculty of seeing through 
that but the always imperfect and yet infinitely improvable finite 
faculty of reason” (JJ, 181–182). Moreover, in his more recent work, 
Forst characterizes this distinction between the impure forms of 
reason embedded in social reality and the infinitely improvable 
faculty of reason as a distinction between “two worlds”: “the social 
reality, on the one hand, and an ideal normative dimension in terms 
of which it is criticized in part or radically, on the other” (JC, 95). 
The practice of critique, Forst suggests, both relies on such a dis-
tinction and “forms the link between these two worlds” (JC, 96–97; 
see also JJ, 189–191). The two-worlds image is Forst’s way of cap-
turing the dialectic between immanence and transcendence, and of 
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making sense of context-transcending ideals that are nevertheless 
formulated and invoked in historically specific contexts.

My full response to these claims will emerge through the 
remainder of this book, but for now, let me give some indica-
tions of the direction of the argument: First, I’m very skeptical 
of the two-worlds talk, for the basic reason that, Forst’s protesta-
tions to the contrary notwithstanding, such talk carries with it 
assumptions of metaphysical and normative purity. I also think 
it is indicative of the kind of splitting between the constructive 
and the critical tasks of theory that leads to the problematic 
model of political theory as applied ethics that I discussed above. 
Through my reading of Foucault and Adorno in the next chapter, 
I offer a way of thinking about critique that does not rely on this 
two-worlds imagery but rather understands critique as a wholly 
immanent, this-worldly practice of opening up lines of fragility 
and fracture within the existing social world. Second, I’m not con-
vinced that reason is our only means of critiquing ideological jus-
tifications. As both Adorno and Foucault knew quite well, works 
of art or other kinds of imaginative world disclosures that allow 
us to see our social world in a new way or expand our moral imagi-
nation can also serve to critique ideological conceptions of rea-
son or forms of subjection to power relations. To be sure, Forst 
could always say that these are reasons, too, at least in his sense 
of that term—just as he claims that seductions and threats are 
reasons—but this, I fear, threatens to make reason into the night 
in which all cows are grey, and thus to make us lose our grip on 
the kind of work that practices of reason-giving can (and cannot) 
do. Third, even if we grant Forst his claim that reason is all “we” 
have, that reason is self-correcting, and that we can’t do critique 
without it, this does not mean, as I’ve just argued, that we have 
to agree with his specific conception of practical reason or with 
his foundationalist understanding of the role that practical rea-
son plays in relation to our normative principles. The pessimis-
tic induction offered above should compel us to acknowledge the 
ongoing possibility that “our” ideals and practices of reasoning are 
entangled with power relations and forms of epistemic violence; 
this, in turn, should lead us not to abandon the ideal of practical 
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reason but to conceptualize it differently, in a more humble, con-
tingent, and modest or self-effacing way.

This alternative account of the relationship between power, justi-
fication, and the space of reasons is in line with an alternative con-
ception of the methodology of critical theory: not an approach that 
envisions critical theory as a kind of applied ethics, but rather an 
approach that takes the distinctiveness of critical theory to lie in 
its understanding of practical reason as impure, by which I mean 
embodied and embedded in history, culture, society, language, and 
so on, which is to say, entangled with power relations. On this view, 
the methodological distinctiveness of critical theory lies precisely 
in its attempt to grapple with the essential tension between rea-
son and power relations, an essential tension that needs to be con-
fronted not just at the empirical level but also at the conceptual 
level. In other words, the methodological distinctiveness of criti-
cal theory rests in its acknowledgment that, as Foucault once put 
it, we are “fortunately committed to practicing a rationality that 
is unfortunately crisscrossed by intrinsic dangers” (SKP, 358). For 
Foucault, the task of critical thought is precisely to think through 
this spiral. In a similar vein, Adorno might have said that this is a 
contradiction that has its roots in the social world that we inhabit, 
and the aim of critical thought is not to cover over but rather to 
reflect on such contradictions. As I will explore in the next chap-
ter via my discussion of Adorno and Foucault, such an approach to 
critical theory could actually be seen as more fully reflexive than the 
approach to political philosophy as applied ethics, insofar as it has 
built into itself a genealogical reflection on the contingent and pos-
sibly ideological grounds of its own theoretical formation.

Finally, the next chapter will return to and complicate further 
Forst’s understanding of the dialectic of progress. Recall that, on 
Forst’s view, the dialectic of progress arises because every critique 
of progress necessarily relies on the concept of progress to formu-
late its critique. Hence one cannot be against progress without also 
being for it. Similarly, every appeal to progress should generate 
a critique of its ideological blind spots. Hence those who are for 
progress should also be critical of the very discourses of progress 
to which they (necessarily) appeal. I already noted the asymmetry 
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between these two poles of the dialectic of progress: even if it is 
true that one cannot be against progress without being for it, one 
can be for progress without being against it, and this is one of the 
things that has given the discourse of progress such a bad name. 
But we should take care in assessing Forst’s transcendental argu-
ment that one can only be against progress by being for it. This 
argument trades on a conflation between the two distinct concep-
tions of progress delineated in chapter 1. Post- and decolonial crit-
ics of progress are “against” the backward-looking idea of progress 
as a historical “fact” about the developmental process that has led 
up to European modernity, for it is this account of progress that 
frames traditional or nonmodern subjects as what Chakrabarty 
calls “human embodiments of the principle of anachronism.” By 
making such a critique, they may well be implicitly claiming that 
it would be better if we gave up this problematic bit of imperialist 
ideology, and in that sense it may be true that they are implicitly 
appealing to some sort of notion of progress. But notice that the 
notion that they are appealing to here is not a backward-looking 
one but rather a forward-looking conception of progress as a moral-
political imperative or a future goal toward which we strive. Not 
only that, but it is far from clear that such critics of progress as a his-
torical “fact” must, as Forst implies, defend their implicit forward-
looking claims about progress by appealing to such strong notions 
as categorical normativity and universal conceptions of practical 
reason. I will return to these issues in the concluding chapter. These 
considerations suggest a possibility opened up by Adorno’s rather 
different account of the dialectic of progress, namely, that forward-
looking progress may be possible only once we have abandoned the 
backward-looking conception of progress, or, as Adorno more pith-
ily puts it, that “progress occurs where it ends” (P, 150).



5
From the Dialectic of Enlightenment  
to the History of Madness

f o u c au lt  a s  a d o r n o ’ s  o t h e r  “ o t h e r  s o n ”

As I discussed in chapter 1, unlike Habermas, Honneth, and Forst, 
the thinkers of the first generation of the Frankfurt School were 
extremely skeptical about the idea of historical progress. Recall that 
for Adorno, the catastrophe of Auschwitz makes “all talk of prog-
ress towards freedom seem ludicrous” and even makes the “affir-
mative mentality” that engages in such talk look like “the mere 
assertion of a mind that is incapable of looking horror in the face 
and thereby perpetuates it” (HF, 7). Importantly, Adorno doubted 
not that progress as a forward-looking moral-political imperative 
was possible, but rather that any sense could be made of backward-
looking claims that progress as a historical “fact” is actual, and he 
was extremely critical of the ways in which belief in the latter eas-
ily becomes a kind of ideological mystification that stands in the 
way of attempts to achieve the former. This is what motivates his 
paradoxical-sounding claim that “progress occurs where it ends” 
(P, 150). Adorno’s skepticism about any and all backward-looking 
claims about historical progress is shared by one of the other great 
historico-philosophical thinkers of the late twentieth century, 
Michel Foucault. Already in his first major philosophical work, the 
History of Madness, Foucault announced his intention to write a his-
tory that would “remove all chronology and historical succession 
from the perspective of a ‘progress,’ to reveal in the history of an 



164 From the Dialectic of Enlightenment to the History of Madness

experience, a movement in its own right, uncluttered by a teleology 
of knowledge or the orthogenesis of learning” (HM, 122). Foucault’s 
skepticism about claims to progress was motivated less by a moral 
reaction to the horrors of the twentieth century—though clearly 
there is a moral sensibility at work in his analyses of the ways in 
which progress in the human sciences is predicated upon the exclu-
sion of madmen, social deviants, homosexuals, and other “abnor-
mals”—than by the philosophical point, also made by Adorno, that 
traditional conceptions of historical progress presuppose a supra-
historical, atemporal point of view that we now know to be a meta-
physical illusion.

In this sense, both Foucault and Adorno can be understood as 
attempting to break out of—at least a certain interpretation of—
Hegelian philosophy of history and its closely related conception 
of dialectics. And yet Foucault, like Adorno, remained firmly com-
mitted throughout his career to the basically Hegelian thought that 
philosophy—understood as a project of critique—is a historically 
situated endeavor, that philosophy consists in a critical reflection 
on our historical present that makes use of conceptual tools that 
are themselves the products of history. In this sense, both thinkers 
can be understood as attempting to think through the possibilities 
for a thoroughly historicized understanding of critical philosophy 
once we no longer have recourse to the notion of the Absolute, that 
is to say, to think through Hegel but also beyond him. For these rea-
sons, and others that will be explored in this chapter, Foucault can 
and should be thought of as Adorno’s other “other son.”

Precisely because of their skepticism about progress, Adorno and 
Foucault are often read as offering a negative philosophy of history, 
a Verfallsgeschichte, a conservative story of history as a process of 
decline and fall that is, as Habermas put it, “insensitive to the highly 
ambivalent content of cultural and social modernity” (PDM, 338). 
Habermas maintains that Adorno and Foucault follow Nietzsche in 
collapsing the distinction between validity and power, and that this 
leads them to a totalizing critique or abstract negation of the norma-
tive content of Enlightenment modernity. In what follows, I argue, 
contra Habermas, that the critiques of progress found in Adorno 
and Foucault are in service of a broader project of immanent critique 
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that aims not at an abstract negation of the normative inheritance 
of modernity but rather at a fuller realization of that inheritance. 
Inheritance is understood here in the Derridean sense as something 
that is reaffirmed in and through its radical transformation: “inheri-
tance,” Derrida reminds us, “is never a given, it is always a task.” In 
other words, the critique of progress in Adorno and Foucault is in 
service of an immanent critique of modernity that aims to compel 
those who have inherited the project of the Enlightenment to live 
up more fully to its own normative ideals of freedom, inclusion, and 
respect for the other. The aim of this chapter is to recover this theme 
in the work of Adorno and Foucault and to give some indication of 
its value for a critical theory that aims to decolonize itself.

I should emphasize at the outset, however, that my aim here is 
neither to compare Adorno and Foucault (though I will of course 
point out some commonalities and some differences along the way) 
nor to synthesize them (though I will be weaving together some of 
their insights). Rather, the aim of this chapter is to recover some of 
the insights of Adorno’s philosophy of history and his moral phi-
losophy read in conjunction with Foucault’s early work on history 
to construct an alternative framework for thinking through the 
relationship between history and normativity. I also hope to press 
these insights into the service of addressing some of the problems, 
diagnosed in previous chapters, that contemporary critical theory 
has encountered in its attempt to ground normativity in either a 
deflationary, pragmatic, and contingent but still broadly speaking 
Hegelian account of historical progress or a neo-Kantian concep-
tion of practical reason. This may seem like a strange or quixotic 
project not only because it is it often assumed that Adorno and Fou-
cault had totalizing negative philosophies of history that were tied 
to romantic and ultimately conservative attempts to reclaim some 
mythic past, but also because it is often assumed that neither thinker 
makes a serious contribution to normative theorizing. Adorno’s 
overwhelming negativism and his cultural pessimism are thought 
to place him outside ethics, and Foucault’s paranoia about power 
and his cryptonormativism are said to render him normatively 
confused. I hope that this chapter will give the reader some rea-
sons to rethink this received wisdom regarding these two thinkers,  
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but I won’t be attempting a full-scale reconstruction of either, much 
less both, of their positions on morality or ethics here, since such 
a project would require a separate book. In the case of Foucault, I 
have attempted to reconstruct his normative position in some of 
my previous work; in the case of Adorno, I will lean on some excel-
lent recent reconstructions of his normative project. As I said, my 
main focus here will be on mobilizing some of Adorno’s and Fou-
cault’s insights to construct an alternative to the Hegelian and 
Kantian accounts of the relationship between normativity and his-
tory that have been put forward by Habermas, Honneth, and Forst, 
and to suggest how this alternative can be useful for the project of 
decolonizing critical theory.

I begin by briefly reconstructing the alternative histories of 
Enlightenment modernity presented in Horkheimer and Adorno’s 
Dialectic of Enlightenment and Foucault’s History of Madness. My 
goal is to read these two texts contrapuntally: keeping in view their 
distinct and divergent aims, while nonetheless bringing out their 
rich harmonies. Next, I sketch out the distinctive alternative meth-
odology for the philosophy of history that can be reconstructed 
from the work of Adorno and Foucault. This methodology weaves 
together vindicatory and subversive genealogies—and, as such, it 
reconstructs history as a story of both progress and regress at the 
same time—in service of a distinctive genealogical aim: a critical 
problematization of our present historical moment. This problema-
tization of our historical present has a normative point, namely, 
the fuller realization of the normative inheritance of the Enlighten-
ment, in particular, the norms of freedom and respect for the other. 
Finally, I consider how conceptualizing the relationship between 
history and normativity in this way can open critical theory up to a 
more fruitful dialogue with post- and decolonial theory.

T HE DIALECT IC OF PROGRE SS:  ADORNO AND  
T HE PHILOSOPHY OF HI STORY

The Dialectic of Enlightenment opens with a thunderbolt: “Enlight-
enment, understood in the widest sense as the advance of thought, 
has always aimed at liberating human beings from fear and install-
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ing them as masters. Yet the wholly enlightened earth is radiant 
with triumphant calamity” (DE, 1). The source of the fascist and 
totalitarian regression to barbarism that Horkheimer and Adorno 
witnessed as they wrote this text in the early 1940s, against the 
backdrop of the war and the horrors of Nazism, is not merely the 
concrete historical or institutional forms of enlightenment think-
ing; it appears to be enlightenment rationality itself, which they 
describe as “corrosive” and “totalitarian” (DE, 4). The key to this 
shocking claim lies in the meaning of the term “enlightenment.” It 
refers not—at least not exclusively and not even primarily—to the 
historical epoch of European Enlightenment that began in France 
and flowered in Germany in the eighteenth century, but rather to 
a more general process of progressive rationalization that enables 
human beings to exercise greater and greater power over nature, 
over other human beings, and over themselves. It is the latter 
meaning of “enlightenment” that allows Horkheimer and Adorno 
to link enlightenment rationality with a will to mastery, control, 
and the domination of inner and outer nature; this will to mastery 
comes to fruition in the historical period known as the Enlighten-
ment, but it does not originate there.

To be sure, Horkheimer and Adorno also hold out some hope for 
a positive conception of enlightenment. For instance, in their pref-
ace, they claim that their goal is to enlighten enlightenment about 
itself by unmasking its self-destructive tendencies. In this context, 
they readily acknowledge that “freedom in society is inseparable 
from enlightenment thinking” (DE, xvi). And yet, they continue, 
“the very concept of that thinking . . . already contains the germ of 
the regression which is taking place everywhere today” (DE, xvi). 
Enlightenment must reflect on this “regressive moment” lest it “seal 
its own fate” and descend completely into barbarism (DE, xvi). 
Through an analysis of the intertwining of enlightenment rational-
ity and a social reality permeated with relations of oppression and 
domination, Horkheimer and Adorno aim to “prepare a positive 
concept of enlightenment which liberates it from its entanglement 
in blind domination” (DE, xviii).

However, as many commentators have noted, the text offers only 
a few glimpses of this positive conception of enlightenment, and 
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even those emerge more or less indirectly. One such indirect glimpse 
comes in the excursus “Juliette or Enlightenment and Morality,” 
where Horkheimer and Adorno argue that the “dark writers of the 
bourgeoisie” such as Nietzsche and the Marquis de Sade expose the 
inherent amorality of enlightenment. Unlike the apologists for the 
bourgeoisie, Nietzsche and Sade did not shy away from the consum-
mation of enlightenment’s means-end, coldly calculative mode of 
thinking in immoralism: “While the light-bringing writers protected 
the indissoluble alliance of reason and atrocity, bourgeois society 
and power, by denying that alliance,” Horkheimer and Adorno write, 
“the bearers of darker messages pitilessly expressed the shocking 
truth” (DE, 92). In their proclamation of “the identity of power and 
reason, their pitiless doctrines are more compassionate than those 
of the moral lackeys of the bourgeoisie” (DE, 93). This last passage is 
ambiguous (perhaps intentionally so), but it suggests that by pro-
claiming the identity of power and reason, Nietzsche and Sade hold 
up a mirror to enlightenment that enables enlightenment to reflect 
on its own regressive tendencies and thus “opens to view what lies 
beyond it” (DE, 92). This further suggests that Horkheimer and 
Adorno’s own position is not that power and reason are identical. It 
is true that this is what Sade and Nietzsche proclaim, but in doing so 
they are acting not as enemies of enlightenment, but rather in ser-
vice of its rescue. Moreover, the “light-bringing writers,” the “apolo-
gists” for enlightenment and the bourgeoisie, who deny the alliance 
between reason and power by espousing “harmonistic doctrines,” in 
so doing unwittingly reinforce that alliance (DE, 92). Thus, the idea of 
holding up a mirror to enlightenment so that it can become aware 
of its regressive tendencies goes together with the relatively hope-
ful note on which the book ends: “Enlightenment itself, having mas-
tered itself and assumed its own power, could break through the lim-
its of enlightenment” (DE, 172). The possibility of breaking through 
the limits of enlightenment with the very tools of enlightenment 
itself is connected to a nonviolent, open-ended form of reflection or 
reconciliation that is exemplified by (though perhaps not limited to) 
aesthetic mimesis.

This dialectical relationship between the negative, totalitarian, 
regressive, barbaric, and amoral aspects of enlightenment and its 
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positive, reflective, and emancipatory aspects, between enlighten-
ment as domination and enlightenment as the capacity for ratio-
nal self-reflection, is the philosophical core of the book. Consistent 
with Adorno’s later notion of negative dialectics, however, this 
dialectic does not aim at a dialectical reconciliation or resolution. 
Although there is a notion of reconciliation present in Adorno’s 
work, and although this notion is tied to the idea of enlighten-
ing enlightenment about itself—or, as Adorno puts it in Negative 
Dialectics, transcending the concept “by way of the concept” (ND, 
15)—reconciliation, for Adorno, stands in an aporetic relationship 
to the unreconciled world that we live in and thus can be neither 
conceptualized nor represented but can only be glimpsed indirectly 
through the illumination provided by some works of modern art. 
Thus the aim of the Dialectic of Enlightenment is not to resolve what 
we might call, following Max Weber, the paradox of rationaliza-
tion—that is, the fact that enlightenment rationality is predicated 
on the domination of inner and outer nature and that domination 
in modernity is predicated on rationalizing itself—but rather to call 
our attention to that very paradox. As Adorno noted in his lectures 
on moral philosophy, dialectical thinking is precisely “the refusal 
to accept the denial or elimination of contradictions. . . . Instead it 
makes contradiction into an object or theme of philosophical reflec-
tion itself” (PMP, 79). At a conceptual level, the structure of the 
dialectic of enlightenment is that of a contradiction or an aporia. As 
Horkheimer and Adorno state in their preface:

The aporia which faced us in our work thus proved to be the first mat-
ter we had to investigate: the self-destruction of enlightenment. We 
have no doubt—and herein lies our petitio principii—that freedom 
in society is inseparable from enlightenment thinking. We believe 
we have perceived with equal clarity, however, that the very concept 
of that thinking, no less than the concrete historical forms . . . with 
which it is intertwined, already contains the germ of the regression 
which is taking place everywhere today.                                       (DE, xvi)

The Dialectic of Enlightenment thus strives to articulate and reflect 
upon a contradiction that its authors take to be central to modern, 
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Western societies: enlightenment rationality is both freedom and 
unfreedom or domination at the same time. This contradictory truth 
can only be expressed through an aporetically structured argument.

But this brings us to the difficult question of the status of this 
aporetic relationship between enlightenment rationality and domi-
nation: is it a conceptual aporia, one that results from the structure 
of reason or rational thinking as such, or is it a historically emer-
gent, contingent aporia, a function of the particular ways in which 
the notion of enlightenment rationality as it emerged in European 
culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was bound up 
with specific historical and social conditions that led it to be inter-
twined with bourgeois coldness and with the domination of inner 
and outer nature? Note that this question is hovering in the back-
ground of Habermas’s charge that “anyone who abides in a para-
dox on the very spot once occupied by philosophy with its ultimate 
groundings is not just taking up an uncomfortable position; one 
can only hold that place if one makes it at least minimally plausible 
that there is no way out” (PDM, 128). If the relationship between 
reason and domination is a conceptual aporia, and if this means 
that reason is reduced to domination, then either there is no ratio-
nal way out, in which case the way out can only be found through 
a nostalgic return to a romanticized understanding of magic or 
mimesis, or the way out can only be found by articulating an alter-
native conception of reason, as Habermas attempts in his own con-
ception of communicative rationality. If, however, the relationship 
between reason and domination is historically contingent, and if 
it doesn’t involve a reduction of reason per se to domination, then 
the paradox emerges from a certain process of rationalization and 
is not internal to reason as such.

What is interesting about Horkheimer and Adorno’s understand-
ing of enlightenment is their attempt to theorize its dialectic, in Hege-
lian fashion, as both conceptual and historically contingent. After all, 
as Adorno never tired of pointing out, the great lesson he learned 
from Hegel is that concepts cannot be grasped independently of 
their concrete historical content (H, 53–88; see also EF, 10–11). The 
mediation between the conceptual and the historically contingent 
helps to illuminate Horkheimer and Adorno’s persistent (if under-



From the Dialectic of Enlightenment to the History of Madness 171

developed) faith in the positive concept of enlightenment, and its 
relationship to freedom. The dialectic of enlightenment is presented 
in conceptual terms, for example, in a passage that I have already 
quoted: “the very concept of [enlightenment] thinking, no less than 
the concrete historical forms, the institutions of society with which 
it is intertwined, already contains the germ of the regression which is 
taking place everywhere today” (DE, xvi). In this sense, Horkheimer 
and Adorno do posit an essential tension between enlightenment 
rationality in the broad sense and power relations understood as 
the control or domination of inner and outer nature. As I suggested 
above, this is the fundamental conceptual aporia that Horkheimer 
and Adorno are trying to illuminate. And yet the particular histori-
cal unfolding of this entanglement that has led to the barbarism 
and totalitarianism of the twentieth century must be understood 
as historically contingent. Indeed, Horkheimer and Adorno sharply 
criticize any philosophy of history that claims to know the telos of 
historical development. “With determinate negation,” they write, 
“Hegel gave prominence to an element which distinguishes enlight-
enment from the positivist decay to which he consigned it. How-
ever, by finally postulating the known result of the whole process of 
negation, totality in the system and in history, as the absolute, he 
violated the prohibition and himself succumbed to mythology” (DE, 
18). Notice that the prohibition that Hegel is said to have violated is 
not just a prohibition on positing absolute knowing as the end point 
of the historical development of reason; rather, it is a prohibition 
on positing any end point, any final reconciliation, whether positive 
or negative, to the dialectical process. Hence, although Adorno was 
sharply critical of the tendency of Hegel’s philosophy of history to 
justify the status quo (H, 85), his conceptual argument against Hegel 
goes further than this: “The philosophical anticipation of reconcili-
ation is a trespass against real reconciliation. . . . A seamless system 
and an achieved reconciliation are not one and the same; rather, they 
are contradictory: the unity of the system derives from unreconcil-
able violence” (H, 27). This conceptual point applies not only to posi-
tive philosophies of history such as Hegel’s own, but also to negative 
philosophies of history that hold on to mirror-image epistemologi-
cal and metaphysical assumptions about the directedness of history.
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Thus it would be a mistake to read Dialectic of Enlightenment as 
a negative philosophy of history. Rather, the particular path that 
has been taken by the dialectic of enlightenment in European 
modernity should be understood as a contingent historical pro-
cess: the emergence of modern, technologically oriented science, of 
capitalism and the bourgeois morality and forms of social organi-
zation that rationalize it, of the culture industry as a mechanism 
for placating an oppressed majority, and of virulent forms of anti- 
Semitism. The concept of enlightenment in a broad sense is entan-
gled with power relations, and in that sense, it carries within itself 
the seed or the germ of its own regression, or represents the sys-
tem in nuce. But the particular way that this relationship has been 
worked out in the history of the West—in such a way that the 
potentials for reification, regression, and domination that are pres-
ent in the concept of enlightenment have grown and blossomed 
into full-fledged barbarism—is contingent. As Adorno would later 
summarize the main claim of the text: “The dialectic of reason or 
the dialectic of Enlightenment is a matter of such profound impor-
tance in history, so much so that we must conclude—and perhaps I 
exaggerate in order to make the point—that, in the historical form in 
which we encounter it to this day, reason is both reason and unreason 
in one” (HF, 45, emphasis added). Within that contingent historical 
form, “adaptation to the power of progress furthers the progress of 
power, constantly renewing the degenerations which prove success-
ful progress, not failed progress, to be its own antithesis. The curse 
of irresistible progress is irresistible regression” (DE, 28).

The cause of enlightenment’s reversion to myth is “the fear of 
truth which petrifies enlightenment itself” (DE, xvi). What is the 
truth that enlightenment fears? Perhaps it is precisely its entan-
glement with domination. By holding up a mirror to this aspect of 
enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno hope not to disentangle 
reason and power once and for all, but rather to render reason self-
aware of its inevitable entanglements with power. Hence, their 
positive concept of enlightenment aims to liberate us not from the 
entanglement with power per se, but rather from the “entanglement 
in blind domination” (DE, xviii; see also 33). What good would over-
coming this blindness do? It would enable us to see that “although 
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humanity may be unable to interrupt its flight away from neces-
sity and into progress and civilization without forfeiting knowledge 
itself, at least it no longer mistakes the ramparts it has constructed 
against necessity, the institutions and practices of domination 
which have always rebounded against society from the subjugation 
of nature, for guarantors of the coming freedom” (DE, 32).

On this way of understanding the historical and conceptual 
dimensions of the dialectic of enlightenment, there may well be 
certain dangers that cannot be wholly purged from enlightenment 
rationality understood in the broadest sense, but this does not mean 
that enlightenment’s descent into fascist barbarism was inevitable. 
On this reading, then, Horkheimer and Adorno are not wedded to 
a negative philosophy of history, nor does their invocation of the 
positive concept of enlightenment amount to a simple mistake or 
confusion. On their understanding, the concept of enlightenment 
is not in itself barbaric or totalitarian; rather, it is deeply ambivalent, 
in the sense that it contains the potential to descend into barbarism 
and totalitarianism. But it contains other potentials as well, includ-
ing the potential to reflect on its own regressive tendencies, to 
hold up a mirror to itself, and thus to break through its own limits. 
As Adorno put it, “Only through reflection can reflective thought 
get beyond itself” (H, 73). The contingent, historical story of the 
descent of enlightenment into barbarism is told in a thoroughly 
pitiless fashion because “only thought which does violence to itself 
is hard enough to shatter myths” (DE, 2). But through their lack of 
pity, Horkheimer and Adorno compassionately hold up a mirror to 
the particular historical configuration that enlightenment rational-
ity has taken for us, thus giving us an anticipatory glimpse of the 
possibility of a genuine reconciliation—a nonviolent, nontotaliz-
ing, mimetic togetherness of identity and the nonidentical—that 
lies beyond it.

Implicit in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, then, is a dialectical 
conception of progress where a narrative of past regression—what 
we might call regress as a historical “fact”—is employed in service 
of progress as a forward-looking moral-political imperative, where 
“what is at stake,” as Horkheimer and Adorno put it, “is not conser-
vation of the past but the fulfillment of past hopes” (DE, xvii). In his 
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later work, Adorno develops this dialectical account in more detail 
and spells out its relation to freedom. As Benjamin pointed out in 
“On the Concept of History,” the idea of historical progress refers 
not to progress in some specific domain but rather to the prog-
ress of humanity itself; in this way, the idea of historical progress 
depends on the idea of humanity. However, following Benjamin, 
and in light of the general slaughter bench of history and the cata-
strophic events of the twentieth century, Adorno maintains that 
precisely this idea of humanity cannot now be presumed to exist: 
“No progress is to be assumed that would imply that humanity in 
general already existed and therefore could progress. Rather prog-
ress would be the very establishment of humanity in the first place, 
whose prospect opens up in the face of its extinction” (P, 145). Cen-
tral to Adorno’s dialectical conception of progress is the idea that 
the belief in progress as a historical “fact”—the idea that humanity 
has progressed in the past and that our present form of life is the 
result of such progress—stands in the way of progress as a forward-
looking moral-political imperative, because such a belief leads to an 
“idolization of history” that blinds us to its own ideological bases 
(P, 147). As a result, our challenge is to face up to what Adorno calls 
“the absurdity that it is progress itself that inhibits progress” (P, 
147). And, if this is the case, we should accept the “heterodox and 
even heretical view” that “progress occurs where it comes to an end” 
(HF, 153).

Hence, for Adorno, progress has an antinomian structure; the 
concept of progress is riven by a tension between the concrete actu-
ality of history, which gives the lie to all claims of progress as a his-
torical “fact,” and the forward-looking, utopian promise of redemp-
tion or reconciliation as a moral-political imperative. The antinomy 
leaves us with a practical difficulty: “Too little of what is good has 
power in the world for progress to be expressed in a predicative 
judgment about the world, but there can be no good, not a trace of 
it, without progress” (P, 147). Sober contemplation of history offers 
us no rational basis for our belief in the possibility of progress—as 
Adorno puts it rather bleakly, “We can find nothing in reality that 
might help to redeem the promise inherent in the word ‘progress’ ” 
(HF, 143)—but we can’t do without that belief either, and, to that 
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extent, we can’t entirely do away with the thought of redemption 
or reconciliation. In connection with this point, Adorno is harsh in 
his assessment of those, like Heidegger, who would conclude from 
their reading of history that progress in the future is impossible 
or, worse, undesirable. Such a view “is sustained by the false infer-
ence that because there has been no progress up until now, there 
never will be any” (P, 153). This amounts to a “translation of his-
torical desperation into a norm that must be adhered to,” and it 
echoes the “abominable construal of the theological doctrine of 
original sin, the idea that the corruption of human nature legiti-
mates domination, that radical evil legitimates evil” (P, 153). This 
is a “self-righteous profundity” that “takes the side of the terrible” 
(P, 153). Although such pessimistic denials of the possibility of 
progress draw the wrong lesson from the sober reading of history 
that Adorno also endorses, they nevertheless provide “an antidote 
to the mythology” from which theories of progress suffer (P, 153). 
What is called for is neither the mythological faith in the actuality 
of progress as a “fact” nor the pessimistic denial of its possibility in 
the future, but rather a “doctrine of progress that has been brought 
to self-consciousness” (P, 153).

Adorno negotiates this antinomy by means of what Brian 
O’Connor calls a “negativistic theory of progress” where progress 
equals the avoidance of catastrophe. This is connected to what 
Adorno calls the new categorical imperative: that there should 
never again be an Auschwitz (ND, 365). As Adorno put it:

I believe that you should start by taking progress to mean this very 
simple thing: that it would be better if people had no cause to fear, 
if there were no impending catastrophe on the horizon—if you do 
this, it will not provide a timeless, absolute definition of progress, 
but it will give the idea a concrete form. For progress today really 
does mean simply the prevention and avoidance of total catastrophe.

(HF, 143)

If progress, like the new categorical imperative, is understood nega-
tivistically, as the avoidance of catastrophe, then the possibility of 
progress is connected to what James Gordon Finlayson has called 
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Adorno’s “ethics of resistance.” As Finlayson explains it, Adorno’s 
ethics of resistance consists in “various strategies of self-conscious 
non-cooperation with institutionalized forms of social unfreedom 
and with prevailing norms and values,” where these strategies aim 
“first and foremost to prevent the worst, where the worst is the ‘rep-
etition of Auschwitz’ or something similar.” As Adorno puts it, the 
concept of progress “calls for a critical confrontation with society 
as it actually exists” (HF, 149–150); progress demands “resistance 
to the perpetual danger of relapse. . . . at all stages” (P, 160; see also 
HF, 172). Adorno’s forward-looking conception of progress as an 
imperative is thus framed negativistically and presents us with a set 
of minimal conditions that are necessary for averting catastrophe.

Crucially, however, this negativistically framed, forward-looking 
conception of progress rests not on an abstract negation of reason—
even once we have uncovered reason’s entanglement with domi-
nation—but rather on a further reflexive realization of reason. As 
Adorno puts it: “The explosive tendency of progress is not merely the 
Other to the movement of a progressing domination of nature, nor 
just its abstract negation; rather it requires the unfolding of reason 
through the very domination of nature. Only reason, the principle 
of societal domination inverted into the subject, would be capable 
of abolishing this domination” (P, 152). This is connected to the idea 
that despite the absurdity of all backward-looking claims to progress 
as a historical “fact,” it is only now, under conditions of late, capital-
ist modernity, now that we have followed the trajectory from the 
slingshot to the atomic bomb, that we have developed the material 
and technological capacities to make progress in meeting the basic 
human needs of the whole population (see P, 153). But it also evinces 
Adorno’s belief that progress as a moral-political imperative can only 
be achieved through a rational reflection on reason’s own limits and 
blind spots. In other words, the goal of philosophy, for Adorno, is 
to “achieve through reflection on its own activity the consciousness 
that could lead it out of this web of delusion in a non-arbitrary man-
ner. . . . By using its own methods, philosophy would be enabled to 
understand the ways in which it is embroiled with forces that are in 
conflict with what it truly desires” (HF, 169). Philosophy, in other 
words, “is faced with the challenge of transcending itself” (HF, 170).
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DEDIALECT IZING HEGEL:  FOUC AULT AND  
T HE HI STORIC AL HI S T OR IC A L A PR IOR I

A similar attempt to reflect rationally on the limits and blind spots 
of reason in service of a critique of reason that foregrounds the 
ongoing spiral of rationality and power is also at the center of Fou-
cault’s early masterpiece, the History of Madness. But showing this 
to be the case requires countering both Foucault’s harshest critics 
and some of his most ardent supporters, who tend to interpret 
Foucault as advocating a rejection of reason in favor of a roman-
tic embrace of unreason or madness. Foucault has, I suggest, a 
fundamentally ambivalent stance toward reason, one that is well 
expressed in a passage from his late work to which I have already 
referred: we are “fortunately committed to practicing a rationality 
that is unfortunately crisscrossed with intrinsic dangers” and the 
task of critical thought is “precisely to accept this sort of spiral, this 
sort of revolving door of rationality that refers us to its necessity, 
its indispensability, and, at the same time, to its intrinsic dangers” 
(SKP, 358). Moreover, the aim of this critique of the spiral of ratio-
nality and power is to open up a space of freedom between ourselves 
and our historical a priori. My goal in this section is to show that 
this ambivalent conception of reason and the related understand-
ing of critique as part of the undefined work of freedom, expressed 
explicitly in Foucault’s later work, are already implicit in the His-
tory of Madness. What interests me most about this text, in the 
context of the present discussion, is that, like Adorno’s philosophy 
of history, it can be understood as a distinctly Hegelian attempt 
to take up and radically transform Hegelian philosophy of history 
from within.

Foucault’s critique of History—where History with a capital H 
refers to the Hegelian account of history as the progressive real-
ization of reason—is central to understanding both his critique of 
reason and his account of freedom. Indeed, Foucault’s historical 
method cannot be understood except in relation to the Hegelian 
notion of history that he rejects: the notion of History as the story 
of reason’s dialectical self-realization as it progresses toward Abso-
lute knowing. The problem with this conception, as Foucault sees it, 
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is that it presupposes a “suprahistorical perspective” from the point 
of view of which “the finally reduced diversity of time” is translated 
into “a totality fully closed upon itself,” and all of the myriad “dis-
placements of the past” are recognized and reconciled (NGH, 379). 
However, Foucault’s alternative understanding of history implies 
neither a rejection of reason nor a romantic idealization of unrea-
son as the outside of this rational, progressive, teleological concep-
tion of History. Although there is an important connection between 
unreason and freedom in the History of Madness, Foucault is not 
committed to the simplistic claim that freedom is the embrace of 
unreason (let alone madness). Rather, as I shall argue, the figure 
of unreason serves to illuminate lines of fragility and fracture in 
our historical a priori; the indirect illumination provided by the fig-
ure of unreason serves to opens up spaces of freedom within our 
historical a priori and allows us to see not only that our present is 
contingent but also how it has been contingently made up through 
complex historical events.

Lynne Huffer astutely points out that the History of Madness 
is best understood as an attempt at “de-dialectizing Hegel,” by 
“undo[ing] Hegel from within.” How does Foucault attempt this 
de-dialectizing of Hegel in the History of Madness? And what are 
its implications? There are several important elements. The empha-
sis on discontinuity over continuity in thinking about historical 
change is certainly one such element; this aspect of Foucault’s 
historical method became quite prominent in his later, explicitly 
“archaeological” period, though it was subsequently abandoned 
in favor of a genealogical analysis of historical transformation. 
Like Adorno, Foucault also steadfastly refuses to assume that his-
tory should be understood under the idea of progress toward some 
end point or goal. But perhaps even more important than either of 
these two elements, and less often noticed, is Foucault’s attempt 
to historicize Hegel’s philosophy of history, to offer a genealogy of 
the Hegelian notion of History. This is, to be sure, a paradoxical 
project, one that requires the genealogist to “change roles on the 
same stage” (NGH, 384). Writing a genealogy of History requires 
the genealogist to inhabit a historical mode of thinking that we 
have inherited from the nineteenth century without being seduced 
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by the consolations of dialectical History. The genealogist must 
take up the project of History and transform it from within; it is 
“only by being seized, dominated, and turned against its birth” that 
History can become genealogy (NGH, 384). Foucault attempts to 
undo the dialectical approach to History in the History of Madness 
by writing a history of reason—or, more precisely, of the emergence 
of our modern form of rationality as it is understood in relation to 
madness as mental illness—in such a way that makes room for con-
tingent, discontinuous, and fragmented events, all of which resist 
being reconciled and recuperated within a dialectical conception of 
history as a process of rationalization. In this way, Foucault’s his-
tory of madness opens up an internal fracture within the notion of 
History, a structure of thought that he takes to be definitive for the 
modern historical a priori.

Hence, even though something called “history” holds a privileged 
place in Foucault’s methodology, unlike Hegel (and also unlike Hei-
degger and perhaps Derrida as well), Foucault makes no universal, 
transhistorical claims about the historicity of reason or of philoso-
phy. Rather, as Foucault puts it, “if history possesses a privilege, it 
would be . . . insofar as it would play the role of an internal ethnology 
of our culture and our rationality, and consequently would embody 
the very possibility of any ethnology” (OWWH, 293). That is to say, 
history is important for Foucault not because we are essentially his-
torical beings or because all philosophical knowledge is essentially 
historically conditioned, but rather because History is central to our 
modern historical a priori, so much so that we might even call our 
historical a priori the Historical historical a priori. Hence History is 
something that must be thought through if our modern form of life 
is to be effectively critiqued.

By transforming History from within and turning dialectics 
against itself until it becomes genealogy, Foucault is not killing his-
tory, as Sartre famously complained, though he is at least attempt-
ing to kill what he calls the “philosophical myth” of “History for phi-
losophers,” a nineteenth-century myth of continuity, reconciliation, 
and progressive redemption. However, even if he aims to kill (dia-
lectical) History, this does not mean that Foucault’s project should 
be understood as a story of regress, a romantic Verfallsgeschichte  
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in which the moment before the split between reason and madness 
is presented as the space of freedom. The key to understanding this 
is the difficult and shifting but crucial distinction between madness 
and unreason. The Renaissance, according to Foucault, experienced 
reason and unreason as a unity, as a result of which it embraced 
what seem to us to be paradoxical notions—that of an unreason-
able reason and a reasoned unreason (HM, 47). The classical age 
broke up this unity of reason and unreason by conquering and 
confining unreason and defining it in fundamentally moral terms; 
thus, for the classical age, the category of unreason included not 
only the mad but also all those whom the bourgeois social order 
constituted as asocial and undesirable, including libertines, sexual 
perverts, the unemployed, and criminals. The classical experience 
of madness came to an end when unreason was distinguished from 
madness, the latter being understood as a mental illness (which 
nevertheless retained its moralized connotations) and the former 
as a deliberate choice of immorality or evil. One of the distinctive 
characteristics of our modernity, for Foucault, is that it has become 
impossible to occupy the space of unreason without being forced 
into madness (see HM, 351). Indeed, this is precisely the lesson that 
Foucault thinks we can learn from the mad geniuses Nietzsche, 
Nerval, Artaud, and Van Gogh, whom he continually evokes in the 
text. The question that is posed by the work of these mad geniuses, 
however, is not that of the violent exclusion of madness. Rather, it  
is this: “What is this power that petrifies all those who dare look 
upon [the face of unreason], condemning to madness all those who 
have tried the test of Unreason?” (HM, 352). This question, Foucault 
suggests, somewhat apocalyptically, “concerns the essence of the 
modern world” (HM, 352).

All of which suggests that if there is a romantic idealization of 
anything in the History of Madness, it is not madness, but unreason 
that is idealized and figured as a space of radical or absolute free-
dom. If there is a lament about how the history of our modern 
form of rationality has played out, it is a lament about the fact that 
one cannot be unreasonable without being forced to be mad, and 
thereby pathologized, medicalized, objectified, and silenced. The 
gesture toward Nietzsche, Nerval, Artaud, and others isn’t a lyrical 
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glorification of their madness, for it is precisely their descent into 
madness that ruptures their philosophical and artistic oeuvres. 
“Where there is an oeuvre,” Foucault insists, “there is no madness” 
(HM, 537); madness is the absence of an oeuvre, and these men are 
geniuses precisely because they were able to create an oeuvre. But 
they are all unreasonable—indeed, in the modern age, “unreason 
belongs to all that is most decisive in the modern world in any oeu-
vre” (HM, 535)—and the tragedy is that they are unable to inhabit 
the space of unreason without exploding into madness. But this 
does not lead Foucault to conclude that we should celebrate, much 
less emulate, madness.

Nor, I think, does it lead him to conclude that we should cele-
brate or emulate unreason, or claim it as the space of true freedom, 
although it may be tempting to draw this conclusion, and Foucault’s 
text does seem, at times, to support this romantic reading. Rather, 
it is through reflection upon the descent of these unreasonable 
ones into madness that “the world is made aware of its guilt” and 
“obliged to take part in a process of recognition and reparation, to 
find an explanation for this unreason, and to explain itself before 
it” (HM, 537). Hence, the point of recovering the experience of 
unreason is not to glorify unreasonableness, but rather to “inter-
rogate [our] culture about its limit-experiences” (HM, xxxix), to 
make those limit-experiences present to us, and thereby to compel 
ourselves to reflect on those limits that make thinking, being, and 
doing possible for us. This is why Foucault keeps coming back to the 
idea of unreason as untimely, as linked to what he calls the “immo-
bile structures of the tragic” (HM, xxx) and the monotonous “back-
ground noise” from which the language of rational thought that 
“culminates in time” was “extracted” (HM, xxxii). Unlike unrea-
son, madness, from the late eighteenth century onward, was recu-
perated within the dialectical, developmental structure of reason 
working itself out in history; it “was intimately connected to his-
tory” (HM, 377) and “took shape inside a historical consciousness” 
(HM, 378). Unreason, by contrast, remained associated with the 
tragic outside of history and linear temporality, with “a pure plunge 
into a language that abolished history” (HM, 377); hence unreason 
resists recuperation within the Hegelian dialectic, and it is precisely 
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this feature of unreason that enables it to open up the possibility of 
reflection on the limits of our Hegelian, Historical modernity.

So there is a sense in which the experience or figure of unrea-
son is linked, for Foucault, to freedom. But it is not that Foucault 
views unreason—much less madness—as the space of freedom. 
Rather, he is arguing that it is only by the illumination provided by 
the lightning flashes of unreason that we can glimpse the fractures 
within our own system of thought, and doing this is a necessary 
condition of freeing ourselves up in relation to that system, so that 
we might think beyond it. Not only is this not a romanticization of 
a past experience of madness or unreason or of the moment before 
the split between reason and unreason that founds modern sub-
jectivity, it is not even an attack on our modern historical a priori, 
or its conception of reason. If Foucault’s histories of the present 
give the impression that they are polemical attacks on our pres-
ent, on our way of constituting ourselves as rational, sexually nor-
mal, law-abiding, sane subjects, this is simply a function of what is 
necessary for the very difficult task of problematizing the present. 
When Foucault attempts to define the classical age, he can do this 
by contrasting it with the Renaissance, on the one hand, and with 
the nineteenth century, on the other hand. But when he attempts 
to define the modern age, he can only do so by contrasting it with 
the classical age, on the one hand, and our own, still mostly modern 
era, on the other hand. This project requires, as he says, “pulling 
oneself free of that modern age,” which forms the very conditions 
of possibility for our own thought and practical activity (OWWH, 
293). While the shape and configuration of an age other than our 
own can be uncovered “through gentle digging,” when it comes to 
articulating the discursive and nondiscursive practices that serve 
as conditions of possibility for our own form of life, “then archaeol-
ogy, like Nietzschean philosophy, is forced to work with hammer  
blows” (OWWH, 293).

So Foucault’s historico-philosophical method attempts to move 
beyond dialectical History by refusing the suprahistorical point of 
view, and beyond romanticism by refusing nostalgia for the past. 
Even assuming that such a methodological stance is desirable, that 
it is useful and worthwhile to write a history of our present while 
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neither presupposing nor lamenting a victory (or the right to a vic-
tory) on the part of modernity, (how) can such a stance be main-
tained? What, in short, is the position of Foucault as archaeologist 
or genealogist? Does he stand within his own historical a priori or 
power/knowledge regime or outside of it? If the former, does this 
vitiate his critical reflections on that historical a priori or under-
mine his attempt to articulate the limits of his own culture? Does 
this mean, as Derrida suggests in his famous critique of the History 
of Madness, that “the history of reason cannot be the history of its 
origin,  .  .  . but must be that of one of its determined figures”? 
And if the latter, is Foucault guilty of appealing implicitly to a unity 
of Reason that transcends the specific forms that rationality takes 
during different historical epochs, thereby, as Derrida also suggests, 
“confirming metaphysics in its fundamental operation” (CHM, 40)? 
Foucault seems to have only two options here: either he is stuck 
within the determined figures of the history of reason, and thus 
he can’t really write the history of the origin of the split between 
madness and reason that founds that history, or he can write this 
history, but only by accessing some point of view outside of that 
history, which could only be a suprahistorical, metaphysical stand-
point. As Derrida put it: “Hegel again, always” (CHM, 43).

Derrida is right that Foucault’s suspension of “anything that 
might take on the appearance of an ending, or of rest in truth” 
seems to require the assumption—or perhaps it would be more 
accurate to say the positing—of something that can be neither fully 
conceptualized in the language of reason nor reconciled in the dia-
lectical unfolding of History. This something goes by the name of 
unreason. The assumption that unreason is radically outside of 
reason and History appears to motivate the recurrent suggestion 
that unreason escapes language and linear temporality itself, and 
that this is what the tragic consciousness of madness allows us to 
glimpse, however fleetingly. But Derrida’s charge of metaphysics 
is not quite on the mark inasmuch as Foucault’s aim is neither to 
describe this unreasonable outside nor to claim that freedom con-
sists in occupying this space. Rather, the figure of the outside, of 
unreason, represented in language or thought but also in works of 
art, serves to open up and illuminate lines of gaps and fissures—
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what Foucault later calls “lines of fragility” or “kinds of virtual frac-
ture” (CT/IH, 126–127)—in our own historical a priori. These lines 
of fragility and fracture allow us to see how “that-which-is might no 
longer be that-which-is” (CT/IH, 126). The function of the figure 
of unreason, then, is to create some distance between ourselves and 
our system of thought, our historical a priori; it is this space opened 
up within our historical a priori by the figure of the outside—rather 
than the space of the outside itself—that is the space of freedom.

Sometimes, in his early work, Foucault suggests that his histori-
cal critique is possible because our own historical a priori is in the 
process of breaking up and transforming into something new. For 
example, he speaks optimistically of the breaking up of the modern 
experience of madness and the impending death of “homo dialecti-
cus” (HM, 543): “One day, perhaps, we will no longer know what 
madness was” (HM, 541); we will be as puzzled by the twentieth 
century’s “deep and pathos filled relationship to mental illness” 
(HM, 543) as we are by the passage from Borges’s Chinese ency-
clopedia that opens The Order of Things. To confront this pathos-
filled relationship to mental illness will bring our future selves face 
to face with the sheer impossibility of thinking that. If there is a 
romanticism to be found in Foucault, this is it, I think. It is not 
a nostalgic aim of recovering a time or a space—or of achieving a 
future—in which madness, or, more precisely, unreason, is free and 
unfettered, but instead a youthful, romantic optimism that our cur-
rent historical a priori is at the moment undergoing radical trans-
formation, that the ground is crumbling beneath our feet, that we 
are on the brink of something radically new. Later, Foucault would 
become more sanguine about what we might call his youthful pre-
sentistic exceptionalism.

Not coincidentally, I think, in his later work, Foucault also places 
more emphasis on the role that critique can and should play in 
transforming our historical a priori, precisely by revealing it as a 
contingently emergent way of thinking, experiencing, and acting, 
in order to open up the space for the possibility of being, doing, 
and thinking otherwise. The historical task of tracing the contin-
gent emergence of our modern historical a priori—an a priori that 
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is both historical and Historical—is a crucial component of this 
project of critique. As Foucault puts it:

What reason perceives as its necessity, or rather, what different 
forms of rationality offer as their necessary being, can perfectly well 
be shown to have a history; and the network of contingencies from 
which it emerges can be traced. Which is not to say, however, that 
these forms of rationality were irrational. It means that they reside 
on a base of human practice and human history; and that since these 
things have been made, they can be unmade, as long as we know how 
it was that they have been made.                                              (CT/IH, 127)

The recurrent glimpses within the modern age of the tragic con-
sciousness of madness in the philosophical and artistic work of 
such figures as Nietzsche, Artaud, Nerval, and Van Gogh should 
be understood as examples of how the lines of fragility and virtual 
fracture within our Historical historical a priori can be illuminated. 
As Foucault puts it at the end of the final chapter of the History 
of Madness: “By the madness that interrupts it, an oeuvre opens a 
void, a moment of silence, a question without an answer, opening 
an unhealable wound that the world is forced to address” (HM, 537). 
The work of critique is precisely to trace these lines of fragility and 
fracture, these open wounds, and to use them to open up a differ-
ence, a discontinuity, however small, between our historical a priori 
and ourselves. This opening up generates “a space of concrete free-
dom, that is of possible transformation” (CT/IH, 127).

The critique of reason elaborated in the History of Madness thus 
does not reject reason or counsel an embrace of either madness or 
unreason as the space of freedom. Rather, in the History of Mad-
ness, Foucault implicitly relies on the same conception of critique 
that he defends more explicitly in his later work, where reason is 
understood as ambivalently entangled with power relations and 
where freedom consists in opening up a space between our selves 
and our historical a priori. In the History of Madness, Foucault uses 
the figure of unreason to open up this space, to reveal the contin-
gency of our Historical historical a priori and the complex social,  
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institutional, and ideological structures out of which our contin-
gent present is constructed.

CRI T IQUE A S HI STORIC AL PROBLEM AT IZAT ION: 
ADORNO AND FOUC AULT

Allow me to tie together some of the common threads that have 
already been implicit in this discussion of the work of Adorno 
and Foucault; from this discussion, a sketch of their alternative 
approach to history and its relationship to normativity will emerge.

Reason and Power

Although both Adorno and Foucault are sharply critical of the idea 
that history is to be understood as the progressive realization of 
reason, neither endorses a totalizing critique or an abstract nega-
tion of enlightenment rationality. For Adorno, “What makes the 
concept of progress dialectical, in a strictly non-metaphorical 
sense, is the fact that reason, its organ, is just one thing. That is to 
say, it does not contain two strata, one that dominates nature and 
one that conciliates it. Both strata share in all its aspects” (HF, 157). 
In other words, reason is entangled with power and we cannot, as 
critical theorists following Habermas have attempted to do, iden-
tify a use or a stratum of reason that is not so entangled. And yet 
Adorno is no advocate of “the denial of reason”; indeed, for him, 
such a denial would be “certainly not a whit superior to the much 
derided faith in progress” (HF, 169). Rather, the task for philoso-
phy, as Adorno understands it, is to reflect on its own activity as a 
rational enterprise and in so doing to attempt to transcend itself 
(HF, 169–170), to transcend the concept, as he says, “by way of the 
concept” (ND, 15). This is, as I suggested above, the aim of Adorno’s 
ethics of resistance.

Similarly, for Foucault, although his work starts from the rela-
tionship between reason or rationalization and power, he does 
not conclude from this that reason should be put on trial. “To my 
mind,” he writes, “nothing would be more sterile” (SP, 328). To 
say that the entanglement of reason with power justifies putting  
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reason on trial is to find oneself trapped into “playing the arbitrary 
and boring part of either the rationalist or the irrationalist” (SP, 
328), a trap that Foucault elsewhere refers to as “the ‘blackmail’ of 
the Enlightenment” (WE, 312). To be sure, unlike Adorno, Foucault 
is skeptical that “ ‘dialectical’ nuances” can enable us to escape this 
trap (WE, 313). Moreover, he suggests that his attempt to “analyze 
specific rationalities rather than always invoking the progress of 
rationalization in general” distinguishes his approach to the entan-
glement of rationalities and power relations from that of the Frank-
furt School (SP, 328–29). Nevertheless, like Adorno, he insists that 
it is the task of philosophy understood as a mode of critical thought 
to reflect on its own rational activity and its entanglements with 
dangerous relations of power. As Foucault notes in his essay “What 
Is Critique?,” his approach to the question of Enlightenment is a 
“way of gaining access, not to the problem of knowledge, but to that 
of power” (PT, 59).

Utopia and Utopianism

But if the task of philosophy is to reflect on its own rational activity 
and in so doing to attempt to transcend itself, what sense can be 
made of this notion of transcendence? If the aim of philosophy is to 
push beyond itself, then what is meant here by “beyond”? One might 
think that there is an implicit and abstract conception of utopia in 
the background here and that as such this view is open to the kind 
of impotence of the mere ought objection that attracted Habermas 
and Honneth to Hegel in the first place. Although Adorno is less 
hostile than Foucault to the concept of utopia—whereas Foucault 
prefers to speak of heterotopias, Adorno does offer an account of 
utopia, linked to his notion of reconciliation and defined as “above 
identity and above contradiction” or as “a togetherness of diversity” 
(ND, 150)—both are careful to offer only negativistic accounts of 
utopia or the good life toward which such notions of transcendence 
might aim. For Adorno, we cannot glimpse the right life from 
within the wrong one, and the very idea of reconciliation forbids 
it being posited as a positive concept (ND, 145); this is why utopia 
can only be glimpsed indirectly and in an anticipatory way through 
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the illumination cast by certain works of modern art. Similarly, 
for Foucault, we cannot have access to a point of view outside of 
power relations, which means that any conception of a society that 
is devoid of power relations will be utopian in the negative sense 
(ECSPF, 298). Both thinkers are very attuned to the fact that any 
vision of the good life offered from within a society structured by 
relations of domination is likely to reproduce those power relations, 
to be infected by them, so they both eschew utopian speculations 
about what kind of content “the good life” might have.

However, there is also a sense in which Foucault and Adorno are 
more radically utopian thinkers than either Habermas or Honneth, 
for they hold on to the possibility and desirability of radical social 
change in the direction of an open-ended conception of the future. 
In other words, Foucault and Adorno envision social transformation 
not just as the better and fuller realization of our existing norma-
tive ideals—for example, a version of liberal democracy that is more 
transparent and less distorted by power relations, or a recognition 
order that is more inclusive and egalitarian, or a political system 
that rests on justifications that cannot be reasonably rejected—but 
also as the possibility of the radical transformation of those ideals 
themselves, where that transformation would not necessarily be a 
regression. The early work of Foucault in particular is filled with 
thought experiments that pose this possibility: someday we might 
look back on our present preoccupation with mental illness and 
wonder what all the fuss was about, and from that point of view our 
current historical a priori may well seem benighted. Although we 
can’t imagine what it would be like to inhabit that future point of 
view, there is a critical value for Foucault in being open to this pos-
sibility and to the idea that the creatures who inhabit that point of 
view will inhabit a different historical a priori and hence a different 
moral universe. In order to be genuinely critical, critical theory has 
to be open to both kinds of social transformation—not just reform-
ism, whether radical or not, but also radical social change—and it 
has to be careful not to prejudge the outcome of such radical trans-
formations, for to do so would necessarily be to presuppose that 
our own historical form of life is not only superior to all that came 
before it but also unsurpassable, that it constitutes the end point of 
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history. Such a presupposition is, as we have seen throughout this 
book, both conceptually and politically problematic.

The Historicization of History

Both Adorno and Foucault understood their own critical, historico-
philosophical projects as historically situated. In this way, both 
attempted to think through the logic of the second, historicist 
Enlightenment, to apply the insights of this historically situated 
conception of rationality reflexively to the historico-philosophical 
enterprise itself. As I argued above, this is evident in Foucault’s 
early work when he makes it clear that history is important for him 
not because historicity is characteristic of our reason or our exis-
tence but rather because History—the Hegelian conception of his-
tory as the progressive unfolding of a rationalization process—is 
central to our modern historical a priori, which is thus both his-
torical and Historical. The point of Foucault’s historicization of His-
tory in the History of Madness is to show the historical contingency 
of this idea of History and to analyze the role that it plays in the 
exclusion and domination of those who are deemed unreasonable. 
Similarly, Adorno, in good dialectical fashion, understood his con-
ception of philosophy as historically situated as itself historically 
situated. In this way, he too historicized his own conception of his-
toricity. Indeed, Adorno is sharply critical of both Heidegger and 
Hegel on precisely this point, because they fail, in different ways, to 
historicize their understandings of historicity. Heidegger’s is, thus, 
an “ahistorical concept of history” that, by locating the concept of 
history in existence, “amounts paradoxically to an ontological infla-
tion that does away with the concept of history by a sort of con-
juring trick” (HF, 123). If we are to avoid this “ontological infla-
tion” through which history becomes “mutation as immutability” 
(HF, 123), we have to locate the concept of history in history rather 
than in existence. Adorno repeats the “mutation as immutability” 
charge against Hegel, whom he accuses of failing to fully realize his 
own conception of dialectics by appealing to a timeless, unhistorical 
conception of history that is both metaphysical and mythological: 
in this way, history for Hegel “acquires the quality of the unhistoric” 
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(ND, 356–57). The proper response to this, according to Adorno, is 
to perform a reverse dialectical “transmutation,” this time “of meta-
physics into history” (ND, 360). As with Foucault, the historiciza-
tion of history is both the thread that connects Adorno to Hegel 
and the gulf that separates them.

Genealogy as Problematization

The historicization of History is closely bound up with its problema-
tization, where this means two things: first, revealing the historical 
contingency of our own historically situated point of view; second, 
showing how that point of view has been contingently made up and 
as such is bound up with particular relations of power. Because 
our historically situated point of view is inflected with a certain 
conception of History, effectively problematizing that point of view 
demands a distinctive way of taking up while radically transforming 
that conception, which I will characterize as a distinctive kind of 
genealogical method. Following Colin Koopman, who in turn builds 
on some insights from Bernard Williams, we can distinguish three 
different modes of genealogical inquiry: subversive, vindicatory, 
and problematizing. The common core of these three ways of doing 
genealogy is their attempt to explicate, as Nietzsche puts it in the 
preface to On the Genealogy of Morals, “a knowledge of a kind that 
has never yet existed or even been desired,” namely, “a knowledge 
of the conditions and circumstances in which [moral values] grew, 
under which they evolved and changed.” In other words, the com-
mon core is a historical approach that asks how specific, contingent 
historical processes have led human beings to develop and embrace 
this sort of value or concept. However, each of these three modes 
of genealogical inquiry uses such knowledge for a different end. The 
subversive mode of genealogy aims not only to raise the question 
of the historical emergence of our values, but also to reject them 
as lacking value in some other, more important sense. Vindica-
tory genealogy, by contrast, traces the historical emergence of our 
values with an eye toward showing those values to be justified and 
reasonable. The third mode of genealogical inquiry has both sub-
versive and vindicatory features insofar as it aims to reveal both 
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the dangers and the promise contained in the values, concepts, or 
forms of life whose contingent history it traces, but its aim is nei-
ther simply subversive nor vindicatory. Rather, its aim is a critical 
problematization of our historical present.

In a late interview, responding to a question about the difficulty of 
pinning down his political position, Foucault highlights the impor-
tance of problematization for his own practice of critique: “It is true 
that my attitude isn’t a result of the form of critique that claims to 
be a methodical examination in order to reject all possible solutions 
except for the valid one. It is more on the order of a ‘problematiza-
tion’—which is to say, the development of a domain of acts, prac-
tices, and thoughts that seem to me to pose problems for politics” 
(PPP, 114). However, the aim of this critical problematization is not, 
as Foucault’s critics have often assumed, to subvert or undermine 
the acts, practices, and thoughts that are so problematized. Rather, 
as he put it in an oft-quoted passage from another of his late inter-
views: “I would like to do the genealogy of problems, of probléma-
tiques. My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything 
is dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad. If everything 
is dangerous, then we always have something to do” (OGE, 256). 
Moreover, although the aim of Foucault’s genealogies is clearly not 
to vindicate our current practices or forms of rationality, there is 
an important if often underappreciated vindicatory element to his 
problematizing genealogical method. This element comes out clearly 
in “What Is Enlightenment?” when Foucault emphasizes “the extent 
to which a type of philosophical interrogation—one that simultane-
ously problematizes man’s relation to the present, man’s historical 
mode of being, and the constitution of the self as an autonomous 
subject—is rooted in the Enlightenment” (WE, 312). In other words, 
Foucault situates his own problematizing critical method within the 
philosophical ethos of critique that forms the positive normative 
inheritance of the Enlightenment—an inheritance that demands 
fidelity not to its doctrinal elements but rather to its critical attitude, 
an inheritance that involves reaffirming the legacy of the Enlighten-
ment in and through its radical transformation.

Although Adorno does not use the terms “genealogy” or “prob-
lematization”—much less “genealogy as problematization” or 
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“problematizing genealogy”—to describe his approach to history, 
still the outlines of such an approach can be found in his work. 
One of his major criticisms not only of Hegel but also of Marx and 
Engels is that they failed to acknowledge that the antagonism that 
they saw as the fundamental driving force of history was itself his-
torically contingent, that “it need not have been” (ND, 321). Adorno 
links this recognition to the possibility of a specifically critical social 
theory: “Only if things might have gone differently; if the totality 
is recognized as a socially necessary semblance, as the hypostasis 
of the universal pressed out of individual human beings; if its claim 
to be absolute is broken—only then will a critical social conscious-
ness retain its freedom to think that things might be different 
some day” (ND, 323). Moreover, as we saw above, Adorno clearly 
and emphatically rejects any straightforwardly vindicatory reading 
of history: “After the catastrophes that have happened, and in view 
of the catastrophes to come, it would be cynical to say that a plan 
for a better world is manifested in history and unites it” (ND, 320). 
However, his aim isn’t a straightforward rejection of the values and 
norms of enlightenment modernity either. For example, although 
Adorno is highly critical of the entanglement of the modern prin-
ciple of equality with capitalist mechanisms of exchange and bour-
geois coldness and thus with structures of reification and relations 
of domination, he also regards these principles as important his-
torical achievements that protect individuals from some kinds 
of injustice. “Anyone who like me has had experience of what the 
world looks like when this element of formal equality is removed,” 
Adorno writes, “will know from his own experience, or at the very 
least from his own fear, just how much human value resides in this 
concept of the formal” (HF, 253). Adorno’s position, as Jay Bern-
stein explains, is that “the ideals of the enlightenment, as they have 
come down to us, are a mixture of domination and promise: the 
equality of individuals in the market is also their reduction to their 
labor power, and the reduction of labor power to labor time; the 
concepts which enjoin the freedom of the moral law—respect, fear, 
and so on—are also repressive.” Thus the aim of Adorno’s philoso-
phy of history, like Foucault’s, is to chart the simultaneous histori-
cal emergence of both the domination and the promise of the ideals 
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of the Enlightenment, the unity, as he says, of discontinuity and 
continuity (ND, 320). The method for doing so can be understood as 
a kind of problematizing genealogy, even if Adorno himself doesn’t 
use this term.

Critical Distance, or, Philosophizing with a Hammer

However, for it to be possible to problematize our own historically 
situated point of view, our Historical historical a priori, and reflect 
on its entanglements with power relations, we must be able to get 
enough critical distance on that historical a priori that we can see 
it as a system of thought. Adorno and Foucault offer us two tools 
for gaining such critical distance. First, both make use of an image 
or a figure that cannot be reconciled into the dialectical unfolding 
of History; by resisting recuperation into the dialectic, this figure 
reveals the fragmentary nature of and opens up lines of fragility 
or fracture within our Hegelian Historical modernity, and thus 
makes possible reflection on it as a historical a priori. This figure of 
whatever escapes the reconciling, unifying logic of modernity is, for 
Adorno, the nonidentical and, for Foucault, unreason. Adorno’s 
method for revealing the nonidentical is brought out clearly in “The 
Essay as Form.” For Adorno, the essay is “the critical form par excel-
lence” (EF, 18) precisely because it “allows for the consciousness 
of nonidentity, without expressing it directly” (EF, 9). Moreover, 
it is the essay’s “fragmentary character” (EF, 9) that enables it to 
illuminate nonidentity without directly expressing it (and thereby 
subsuming it under the logic of identity thinking). Moreover, this 
fragmentary character mirrors the fragmentary and antagonistic 
nature of the social and cultural reality on which the essay reflects. 
The essay “thinks in fragments, just as reality is fragmentary, and 
finds its unity in and through the breaks and not by glossing them 
over. . . . Discontinuity is essential to the essay; its subject matter is 
always a conflict brought to a standstill” (EF, 16). Although it might 
be tempting to see Adorno’s negative dialectics as rooted in a meta-
physical claim about the nonidentical understood as the ultimate 
Ding-an-sich, negative dialectics is better understood as a histori-
cally situated response to a particular form of social organization 
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and its accompanying worldview. As Adorno puts it, “Dialectical 
reason’s own essence has come to be and will pass, like antagonistic 
society” (ND, 141). In other words, for Adorno, negative dialectics is 
not a transcendental condition of possibility for thinking but rather 
a historically situated tool for thinking through our present. It is 
necessary because of the historically contingent unfolding of the 
dialectic of enlightenment; it is a method for jump-starting a his-
torical dialectic that has come to a standstill. Similarly, as I argued 
above, Foucault’s invocation of unreason should not be thought of 
as a metaphysical gesture; rather, for Foucault, it is the figure of 
unreason that opens up lines of fragility and fracture within our 
historical a priori and allows us to take up critical distance on that 
historical a priori. For both Adorno and Foucault, tracing the figure 
of the nonidentical or of unreason through the fragmentary, non-
systematic, and experimental work of critical thought—or through 
the anticipatory illumination cast by works of art—serves to reveal 
the fragmentary, fragile, and internally fractured nature of our 
present historical situation.

However, since our historical a priori sets the historically specific 
conditions of possibility for thought for us, it forms the backdrop 
for what “thought . . . silently thinks,” as Foucault once put it (UP, 9). 
Freeing thought up in relation to what it silently thinks is necessary 
for enabling it to think differently, but freeing oneself up in this 
way means pulling oneself free of the very conditions of possibility 
of one’s own thinking and acting. As Martin Saar puts it, the aim 
of genealogy as a form of critique is that of “telling the subject the 
story of the powers working on him, telling it the story of its own 
becoming.” Saar argues that this distinctive goal accounts for the 
hyperbolic and exaggerated nature of genealogical texts; although 
his focus here is on Nietzsche and Foucault, he also includes Dialec-
tic of Enlightenment in this genre. Only stories told through exag-
geration and hyperbole, Saar argues, “release the explosive power 
contained in the revelation of processes of power and forceful con-
struction. In this sense, genealogies are textual shocks and momen-
tous negative world disclosures.” While the shape and contours 
of some prior historical epoch can be uncovered through gentle 
digging, in order to see one’s own historical a priori as historical,  
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one must philosophize with a hammer, as Foucault, following 
Nietzsche, put it. Or, as Adorno puts it: “The dialectic advances by 
way of extremes, driving thoughts with the utmost consequenti-
ality to the point where they turn back on themselves, instead of 
qualifying them” (MM, 86; see also H, 8–9).

Problematization and the Normative  
Inheritance of Modernity

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the problematization of our 
own point of view can and should be understood not as a rejection 
or abstract negation of the normative inheritance of modernity but 
rather as a fuller realization of its central value, namely, freedom. 
Adorno’s account of second nature reveals the close link between 
his philosophy of history and the possibility of freedom. Central to 
Adorno’s complicated account of the relationship between nature 
and history is the idea that historically constituted objects come, 
over time, to seem natural and therefore unchangeable (see HF, 
115–129). Revealing this “second nature” to be historically contin-
gent and therefore changeable is a crucial task of critical theory for 
Adorno. As Adorno puts it: “Interpretation . . . is criticism of phe-
nomena that have been brought to a standstill; it consists in reveal-
ing the dynamism stored up in them, so that what appears as sec-
ond nature can be seen to have a history. . . . Criticism ensures that 
what has evolved loses its appearance as mere existence and stands 
revealed as the product of history” (HF, 135). This entails uncovering 
the illusory, congealed history contained within second nature (HF, 
136), an illusion that is reinforced by narratives of historical prog-
ress. This is very close to Foucault’s characterization of genealogy 
as the attempt to “record the singularity of events outside of any 
monotonous finality,” an attempt that requires us to seek the sin-
gularity of events “in the most unpromising places, in what we tend 
to feel is without history” (NGH, 369). This sort of unmasking of 
the congealed history contained within what we tend to feel is with-
out history breaks history’s illusory and ideological spell, and this is 
how Adorno understands freedom: “The positive meaning of free-
dom lies in the potential, in the possibility, of breaking the spell or 
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escaping from it” (HF, 174). Breaking or escaping the spell, freeing 
thought up from what it silently thinks in order to enable it to think 
differently—these are both ways of realizing freedom. As Foucault 
put it, the goal of criticism, understood as “a historical investiga-
tion into the events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to 
recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, and 
saying,” is that of “seeking to give new impetus, as far and wide as 
possible, to the undefined work of freedom” (WE, 315–16).

So for both Adorno and Foucault, the problematization of our 
own point of view has a normative point. It aims at a fuller realiza-
tion of a central normative ideal of the Enlightenment: freedom. But  
Adorno’s work goes further than this, and in this sense goes beyond 
Foucault, by also suggesting that the problematization of our own 
point of view not only enhances our freedom in relation to second 
nature or to our historical a priori; it also is required if we are to 
do justice to the Other. This idea comes out in the final lecture of 
Adorno’s lectures on moral philosophy. After spending most of the 
lecture course offering a detailed and devastating critique of Kan-
tian moral philosophy, Adorno argues in his final lecture that moral 
philosophy can only be possible today as a critique of moral phi-
losophy (PMP, 167). Life under modern capitalism is so deformed 
and distorted that moral philosophy today cannot provide plans 
or blueprints for living the good life; as Adorno famously laments, 
“Wrong life cannot be lived rightly” (MM, 39). Hence, the goal of 
moral philosophy should be to uncover this situation and to reflect 
on—rather than obscure, deny, or ignore—the contradictions 
to which it leads. The most that one can say about the good life 
under current conditions is that it “would consist in resistance to 
the forms of the bad life that have been seen through and critically 
dissected by the most progressive minds. Other than this negative 
prescription no guidance can really be envisaged” (PMP, 167–168).

Following on from his critique of Kant, Adorno contends that we 
have to resist the abstract rigorism of Kantian morality but with-
out giving up on notions of conscience and responsibility, without 
which the idea of the good life is inconceivable. “At this point,” 
Adorno writes, “we find ourselves really and truly in a contradictory 
situation. We need to hold fast to moral norms, to self-criticism, to 
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the question of right and wrong, and at the same time to a sense 
of the fallibility of the authority that has the confidence to under-
take such self-criticism” (PMP, 169). In other words, we have to hold 
fast persistently to the norms that we learned from our experience 
while at the same time engaging in self-criticism of whatever pres-
ents itself as “unyielding” and “inexorable” (PMP, 169). This requires 
an awareness of our own fallibility, but where this fallibilism is both 
an epistemic stance and a moral one. As Adorno puts it, “The ele-
ment of self-reflection has today become the true heir to what used 
to be called moral categories” (PMP, 169). To say that self-reflection 
is a moral category is to say that it is “by reflecting on our own limi-
tations [that] we can learn to do justice to those who are different” 
and “that true injustice is always to be found at the precise point 
where you put yourself in the right and other people in the wrong” 
(PMP, 169). This is why Adorno claims that if you were to press him 
into offering a list of cardinal virtues, he “would probably respond 
cryptically by saying that I could think of nothing except for mod-
esty,” by which he means that “we must have a conscience, but may 
not insist on our own conscience” (PMP, 169–170).

As I have argued throughout this chapter, the best way of achiev-
ing the stance of modesty is through a critical, genealogical prob-
lematization that combines both vindicatory and subversive, or 
progressive and regressive, strands, but whose aim is neither sim-
ply vindication nor subversion. By allowing us to reflexively critique 
the social institutions and practices, the patterns of cultural mean-
ing and subject formation, and the normative commitments that 
have made us who we are, problematizing critique opens up a space 
of critical distance on those institutions, practices, and so forth, 
thereby freeing us up in relation to them, and thus also in relation 
to ourselves. Notice that for Adorno this modest stance is moti-
vated not only by the epistemic point that we have a tendency to 
go wrong in our normative judgments and thus have a duty to call 
them into question. Although Adorno was enough of a historicist 
and a practitioner of immanent critique to agree with Foucault that 
“we have to give up hope of ever acceding to a point of view that 
could give us access to any complete and definitive knowledge of 
what may constitute our historical limits” and thus that, as far as 
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the project of critique goes, “we are always in this position of begin-
ning again” (WE, 316–17), he also makes the further claim that the 
problematization of one’s own point of view is morally required if 
we are to do justice to those who are different from ourselves. In 
other words, and here is a different way of construing the norma-
tive point of the method of problematization, such problematiza-
tion is motivated not merely by epistemic concerns about our ines-
capable fallibility given our inability to have access to a God’s-eye 
point of view, but also by our commitment to equal respect for the 
Other, that is, to justice.

ADORNO, FOUC AULT,  AND T HE “POSTCOLONIAL”

Adorno and Foucault offer a radically different way of thinking 
about the backward- and forward-looking conceptions of progress 
in relation to the project of critical theory. Both reject any vindica-
tory, backward-looking story of historical progress as a “fact” about 
what has led up to “us,” but they do so not in favor of a romantic 
story of decline and fall, but rather in service of a critical problema-
tization of the present. Moreover, at least Adorno, if not also Fou-
cault, holds on to the forward-looking conception of progress as 
a moral-political imperative, though he does reconceive progress 
negativistically as the avoidance of catastrophe and decouple this 
forward-looking conception from the backward-looking notion of 
progress as a historical “fact.” In stark contrast to Habermas and 
Honneth, for whom the backward-looking story of historical learn-
ing, social evolution, or progress plays a crucial role in ground-
ing their normative visions of what would count as progress in a  
forward-looking sense, Adorno claims that calling into question 
the conception of progress as a historical “fact” is necessary for any 
kind of future progress to be possible. Thus, even though Adorno 
doesn’t give up on the possibility of progress in the future—in fact, 
he finds such a resignation to be not only conceptually problem-
atic but also morally repugnant—his understanding of what might 
count as progress in the future is not rooted in a backward-looking 
story of progress as what has led up to “us.” Progress occurs only 
where it comes to an end. Although this claim of Adorno’s was not 
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motivated by postcolonial concerns, and although his relationship 
to postcolonial scholarship—like Foucault’s—is rather vexed and 
complicated, it seems to me that this idea is enormously productive 
for a critical theory that aims to decolonize itself.

Indeed, despite their well-documented and oft-noted Euro-
centrism, both Foucault and Adorno have proved to be fruit-
ful resources for postcolonial theorizing. Thus, on the one hand, 
Foucault has inspired a great deal of work in postcolonial theory, 
including, but certainly not limited to, the founding text of the 
field, Said’s Orientalism. Said productively takes up Foucault’s 
notion of discourse, analyzing Orientalism as a discursive construc-
tion that dictated how the West understood the East, as a form 
of “knowledge” (though largely an ideological fantasy of the Ori-
ent that bore little relation to the actual cultures subsumed under 
that heading) that was also a form of colonial power. This analy-
sis proved so productive for postcolonial studies that Ann Laura 
Stoler could observe in 1995 that “no single analytic framework 
has saturated the field of colonial studies so completely over the 
last decade as that of Foucault.” And yet, Foucault’s work has 
also been subjected to harsh critique by postcolonial thinkers— 
including the later Said, Gayatri Spivak, and Stoler herself. Stol-
er’s important book Race and the Education of Desire focuses on 
Foucault’s later work and argues that his historical genealogies 
of power relations in European modernity systematically ignore 
issues relating to colonialism, racism, and liberal imperialism. As 
Stoler puts it, “What is striking is how consistently Foucault’s own 
framing of the European bourgeois order has been exempt from the 
very sorts of criticism that his insistence on the fused regimes of 
knowledge/power would seem to encourage and allow.” Stoler’s 
critique is motivated by an understandable frustration with Fou-
cault’s centrality to postcolonial theorizing despite his own stud-
ied ignorance of the problem of colonialism, an ignorance that is 
all the more galling considering that Foucault could not have been 
unaware of this problem, given that he lived and taught in Tunisia 
in the late 1960s and given that no French person of his generation 
could have been blind to the Algerian question. As Robert Young has 
argued, Foucault’s “virtual silence” on issues of race and colonialism  
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renders his work “so scrupulously Eurocentric that you begin to 
wonder whether there isn’t a deliberate strategy involved”; and yet, 
Young continues, “the lasting paradox is that despite the absence of 
explicit discussions of colonialism, Foucault’s work has been a cen-
tral theoretical reference point for postcolonial analysis.”

Such issues have played out somewhat differently in the case of 
Adorno: his oft-noted Eurocentrism makes the usefulness of his work 
for postcolonial theory seem doubtful, at least at first glance. Thus, 
Espen Hammer notes that Adorno’s “blunt Eurocentrism” is evident 
in the fact that he was “virtually oblivious to the concerns of post-
colonialism, including racism, discrimination, and imperialism,” 
and the editors of Adorno: A Critical Reader acknowledge that he was 
“deeply Eurocentric” and “possessed no knowledge of a world outside 
of Austria and Germany, let alone Europe.” However, despite this 
deep and blunt Eurocentrism, in recent years there has been a wave 
of attempts to claim Adorno as a thinker with substantial resources 
to offer postcolonial theory, focusing particularly on his conception 
of negative dialectics. Namita Goswami, for example, offers a “radi-
cal postcolonial reading of Adorno,” arguing that “Adorno’s concep-
tion of negative dialectics can be understood as postcolonial in its 
understanding of difference,” where difference for Adorno means 
non-antagonistic heterogeneity. Goswami also turns to Adorno for 
the kind of “hopeful despair” that she argues is appropriate to our 
historical moment, particularly in the face of anthropogenic climate 
change and its differential effects across the globe.

In light of these complex debates, which I cannot even attempt to 
settle here, I would like to emphasize that my point is not that post-
colonial theory can be understood as a simple or straightforward 
extension of a certain radical strand of European critical theory 
represented by the likes of Foucault and Adorno. As Chakrabarty 
explains, although it is true that Foucault’s work, for example, has 
been highly productive for postcolonial studies, “it would be wrong 
to think of postcolonial critiques of historicism (or of the politi-
cal) as simply deriving from critiques already elaborated by post-
modern and poststructuralist thinkers of the West. In fact, to think 
this way would itself be to practice historicism, for such a thought 
would merely repeat the temporal structure of the statement, ‘first  
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in the West, and then elsewhere.’ ” Nor has it been my aim to show 
that Foucault and Adorno do in fact offer important resources for 
postcolonial theorizing—although I think that this may well be the 
case. Rather, my point is that Adorno and Foucault, for all of their 
faults and their own tendencies toward Eurocentrism and their 
blindness to issues of colonialism and imperialism, nevertheless 
offer important resources within the tradition of critical theory for 
the crucially important project of decolonizing critical theory. They 
do so precisely because and to the extent that they enable us to 
rethink critical theory’s commitment to the idea of historical prog-
ress, an idea that has been thoroughly implicated in the logic of 
colonialism and thus subjected to withering critique by post- and 
decolonial thinkers. By historicizing and critically problematizing 
the very Hegelian notion of History as the progressive unfolding 
of a rationalization process on which Habermas and Honneth still 
implicitly or explicitly rely—even as they seek to recast this idea 
in more deflationary, pragmatic, and postmetaphysical terms—
Adorno and Foucault offer an alternative way of thinking through 
the relationship between normativity and history. Moving in the 
opposite direction from Forst’s foundationalist, noumenal, neo-
Kantian approach to critical theory, and thereby avoiding its prob-
lematic methodological implications, Adorno and Foucault offer 
instead a more radically reflexive and historicized critical meth-
odology that understands critique as the wholly immanent and 
fragmentary practice of opening up lines of fragility and fracture 
within the social world. This conception of critique also dovetails 
in important ways with the recurring image in post- and decolonial 
theory of colonialism as an open wound or an epistemic fracture, 
of the subaltern as fracturing History from within, and of deco-
lonial thinking as creating a fracture within imperialist systems  
of thought.

Moreover, their commitment to what Adorno calls modesty—a 
stance that is akin to what Mahmood calls humility—leads to a pro-
ductive inversion of the stance toward subaltern subjects implied 
by McCarthy’s and Habermas’s progressive readings of European 
modernity. As I argued in chapters 1 and 2, the Habermasian 
theory of modernity compels those of us who are the heirs of the  
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European Enlightenment tradition to take the stance that we know 
or at least believe our form of life to be developmentally superior 
to those that we label pre- or nonmodern, but that we are open to 
being proved otherwise, albeit in a dialogue to be conducted on our 
own terms. Such a stance places insuperable cognitive burdens on 
those who would aspire to engage in genuinely open intercultural 
dialogue across the colonial divide. The Foucaultian-Adornian posi-
tion reconstructed in this chapter offers us an alternative way of 
conceptualizing the relationship between our substantive, first-
order normative principles and the metanormative stance we take 
with respect to them. On this view, we take the position that we 
are committed at a first-order, substantive level to these norma-
tive principles inasmuch as our form of life and sense of ourselves 
as practical moral agents depend on them, but that we simultane-
ously acknowledge, at a second-order, metanormative level, that 
those very ideals themselves demand of us an awareness of the vio-
lence inherent in them and also a fundamental modesty or humil-
ity regarding their status and authority. But this is just to say that 
Adorno and Foucault encourage critical theorists to enter into inter-
cultural dialogue with subaltern subjects without presuming that 
we already know what the outcome of that dialogue should be, that 
is to say, with an openness to the very real possibility of unlearn-
ing. Indeed, both Foucault and Adorno see a kind of unlearning—a 
critical problematization of our own, historically sedimented point 
of view that frees us up in relation to it—as the very point of cri-
tique. As such, their work makes room for the kind of openness to 
the other that Chakrabarty has characterized as a “capacity to hear 
that which one does not already understand.” Both Foucault and 
Adorno allow us to see how we might open ourselves up to post-
colonial difference while realizing and accepting that we might be 
radically transformed in this encounter and that our future selves 
might well regard that transformation as a kind of progress and we 
who resisted it as benighted. Moreover, both Foucault and Adorno 
understand this openness not as a flatfooted rejection of the ide-
als of European modernity or Enlightenment but rather as a way 
of taking up this normative inheritance, that is, a way of reaffirm-
ing modernity’s core notions of freedom and justice to the Other 
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by radically transforming the way that such notions are typically 
grounded and justified. As such, both thinkers make possible a radi-
cal transformation within critical theory itself, an opening up of 
critical theory to the “postcolonial,” a decolonization of critical the-
ory that can enable it to be truly critical of its own ongoing invest-
ments in a certain kind of post-Kantian imperialism.



6
Conclusion

“ t r u t h ,”  r e a s o n ,  a n d  h i s t o ry

As I have argued in the preceding chapter, even if, as Habermas and 
Honneth have maintained, we take the ideals of freedom and equal 
respect as central to “our” Enlightenment inheritance, then what 
we can learn from Adorno and Foucault is how we might reaffirm 
these ideals by radically transforming them from within. To inherit 
the Enlightenment project is to draw on its tradition of critique but 
to deploy critique in service of criticizing and undermining Enlight-
enment’s own Eurocentrism and thus its ongoing entanglements 
with the coloniality of power. This requires first and foremost fac-
ing up to the ways in which Enlightenment ideals are entangled 
with relations of colonial domination and epistemic violence, and 
not just as a function of their application. As Jay Bernstein puts 
this point, explicating Adorno: “If the ideals of enlightenment are 
borne by and/or embodied in practices that are dominating, then 
the ideals must bear in themselves that dominating moment.” For 
example, the realization of freedom requires the uncovering of the 
conceptual and normative violence implicit in the norm of freedom 
itself, such as uncovering how the autonomy of the subject depends 
on the domination of inner nature or the disciplining of the body 
or the denial of full subjectivity to those who are deemed wholly 
Other or abject. Thus the realization of the normative inheritance of 
the Enlightenment necessarily pushes beyond itself. As Christoph 
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Menke has argued with respect to Adorno, the realization of Enlight-
enment morality is simultaneously its transcendence, and only by 
transcending it can Enlightenment morality be fully realized.

There is a fruitful conjuncture here between Foucault’s under-
standing of freedom, where freedom means freeing thought from 
what it silently thinks and opening up the space for thinking  
otherwise, and Adorno’s understanding of freedom as breaking the 
spell of what has come to be second nature for us. Both of these 
conceptions of freedom turn on the thought that we can best real-
ize our existing normative commitment to freedom by opening up 
our normative commitments to radical questioning. The result is a 
more radically open-ended, futural conception of freedom, where 
we leave open the possibility that there may well be some future 
in which our own normative commitments and ways of thinking 
and ordering things will have been transcended, and thus will have 
come to seem impossibly strange. Methodologically, this open- 
endedness can be achieved through what I called in chapter 5 a 
problematizing genealogy that strives to reveal the ways in which 
our normative commitments are entangled with relations of power 
and domination. Crucially, such a problematizing genealogy is a 
way of inheriting the normative perspective of the Enlightenment 
in the dual sense of taking it up while simultaneously problematiz-
ing and decentering it, opening up a space for moving beyond it 
into an unknown and unknowable future. It is precisely this radical 
openness and open-endedness that make problematizing geneal-
ogy ideally suited for the kind of internal decolonization that criti-
cal theory sorely needs, Foucault and Adorno’s own personal fail-
ings and blind spots on that score notwithstanding.

If critical theory starts from the basically Hegelian thought that 
reason is historically and socially situated, then it follows that criti-
cal theory itself, as a rational enterprise, is also so situated. Fully 
facing up to this insight, however, means following Foucault and 
Adorno in historicizing the notion of historicity: acknowledging 
that the very idea that knowledge is historically and socially situ-
ated emerges and rises to prominence in a particular philosophi-
cal and historical context, and that this context is marked by the 
convergence of progressive, developmental, Eurocentric theories 
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of history and colonial structures of power. Viewed from this per-
spective, Fredric Jameson’s famous dialectical slogan “Always his-
toricize” becomes curiously problematic. As Chakrabarty argues, 
however, what is problematic is not the historicizing but the always, 
for it is the latter that evinces a failure to acknowledge the extent 
to which historicization itself remains bound up with History, thus, 
with Eurocentrism.

However, once we endorse this historicization of historicity and 
of History, then the best methodology for critical theory cannot be 
that of a normative or rational reconstruction that aims to vindi-
cate “our” late modern Western point of view. This is so even if we 
incorporate what Honneth has called a genealogical proviso into our 
conception of critique, where genealogy is understood as providing 
a metacritical standpoint that allows us to see how our normative 
ideals go wrong in practice. Critical theory needs both a different 
understanding of genealogy and a more robust role for genealogy 
so conceived: a different understanding from that envisioned by 
Honneth and McCarthy, both of whom equate genealogy with sub-
versive genealogy, and thus assign it the highly circumscribed role 
of showing how our normative ideals and principles get entangled 
with power relations when they are applied in the real world. This 
latter way of understanding the role of genealogy rests on a prob-
lematic normative/empirical or ideal/real dichotomy that presumes 
that the normative can be purified of power relations. Genealogy is 
not simply subversive and its role in critical theory should not be 
confined to the metacritical moment that tells us how our norma-
tive ideals go wrong in practice. A more productive conception of 
genealogy understands it as aiming not at the subversion or the 
vindication of our normative commitments but rather at their 
problematization. On this understanding, the reconstruction of the 
immanent normativity of historically sedimented forms of life and 
the deconstruction of the power investments—including the impe-
rialist power investments—of those same norms go hand in hand.

The splitting within Habermasian and post-Habermasian criti-
cal theory between the ideal, vindicatory, rationally or normatively 
reconstructive point of view and the nonideal, empirical, power-
laden, subversive point of view is tied to another form of splitting, 
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between the first-person and the third-person perspectives. On 
this view, the first-person perspective and the project of norma-
tive reconstruction go hand in hand: when one engages in norma-
tive or rational reconstruction, one takes up the perspective of a 
participant in the normative world, and when one takes up such 
a perspective, one has to see the normative principles that guide 
one’s actions as valid and as better than what came before, or else 
one couldn’t see them as reasons for one’s actions. Similarly, the 
third-person or observer perspective is connected to the empirical 
analysis of power relations. On this view, to call attention to the 
power-ladenness of our normative ideals and practices is necessar-
ily to take up an objectivating, third-person, observer perspective 
on the normative world, to show that the norms that we adhere to 
have their roots soaked thoroughly in blood, as Nietzsche would 
say, and from such a perspective the rational binding force of norms 
cannot possibly make itself felt. Even as Habermas acknowledges 
that a complete social theory must encompass both first- and third-
person points of view, he gets a lot of mileage out of such splitting, 
for the structure of his theory struggles to keep the first- and third-
person perspectives wholly separate, and this is precisely what 
enables him to maintain the fiction that the Foucaultian analysis of 
power has merely empirical and not normative relevance.

Here again the account of genealogy as problematization offered 
in chapter 5 presents a methodological alternative to this sort of 
splitting. What is distinctive and innovative about Foucault’s gene-
alogical approach in particular is that he employs what we might 
call a participant-observer methodology, one that aims to bring 
these two perspectives on our normative lifeworld more closely 
together, and to draw on both perspectives simultaneously with 
the aim of conducting what he once called an internal ethnology of 
Occidental culture and rationality (OWWH, 293). This internal eth-
nology takes up a participant-observer perspective on our norma-
tive world, situating itself within that normative world and drawing 
on its normative content while simultaneously viewing it with the 
detached and objectivating glance of the outsider. The point of this 
internal ethnology is to problematize that normative world or to 
make it strange for its inhabitants by revealing the entanglement 
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of our normative ideals with relations of power. But the ultimate 
aim of this ethnology is to enable the fuller realization of one of 
the central values of “our” normative world, in particular, freedom.

Again, there is a fruitful conjuncture here with Adorno, which 
comes out in Christoph Menke’s perceptive reading of the meth-
odology of his critique of morality. On Menke’s reading, the criti-
cal questioning of morality, for Adorno, involves the self-question-
ing of morality, and this involves a combination of “external” and 
“internal” reflection, that is, a combination of what I am calling 
observer and participant perspectives. Menke calls this combina-
tion of modes of reflection the “negative dialectical constitution of 
morality” (GC, 302). He further argues that this methodology rep-
resents the central point of disagreement between first-generation 
Frankfurt School thinkers such as Adorno and contemporary criti-
cal theorists such as Habermas, since the latter sought to develop 
a “discursive ethical reasoning of morality” in which “morality was 
to receive a form which might release it from the negative dialectic 
of self-questioning and self-limitation” (GC, 302). Moreover, along 
similar lines to my argument in chapter 5, Menke maintains that 
Adorno’s negative dialectical self-overcoming or self-transcendence 
of morality, which requires the combination of internal and exter-
nal modes of reflection, is “necessary precisely for moral purposes 
involving others” (GC, 305) in that it is necessary for the realization 
of solidarity with their suffering. On Menke’s reading of Adorno, 
fully realizing the fundamental impulse of morality, which is sol-
idarity with the suffering of others, requires us to transcend the 
formalistic conception of morality that we have inherited from the 
Enlightenment, for this formalistic conception of morality tends to 
do violence to the Other. Hence, realizing Enlightenment moral-
ity means transcending it, and transcending it means realizing it. 
The negative dialectical, problematizing critique of morality itself 
is thus “in itself an act of solidarity with the individuals who suf-
fer from the damage of their lives” (GC, 322). In that sense, it is an 
attempt to realize justice.

When considered in light of post- and decolonial critiques I have 
discussed throughout this book, Menke’s reading opens up the idea 
that taking up the inheritance of the Enlightenment by transcend-



Conclusion 209

ing it could itself be seen as a gesture of solidarity with the suffering 
of the colonized, subaltern subjects who have suffered so much at 
the hands and in the name of Eurocentric modernity. On this view, 
the willingness to put “our” Enlightenment inheritance radically 
into question by interrogating its entanglement with the colonial-
ity of power is a way of taking up this inheritance by decolonizing it, 
and thus of acting in solidarity with the suffering of the colonized.

UNLE ARNING,  EPI ST EMIC HUMILI T Y,  AND 
ME TANORM AT IVE CON T EXTUALI SM

Central to this attempt to decolonize critical theory as an act of 
solidarity with the suffering of colonized subjects is the notion of 
unlearning, which recurs frequently in the literature of post- and 
decolonial theory. As Walter Mignolo puts it: “The target of epis-
temic de-colonization is the hidden complicity between the rheto-
ric of modernity and the logic of coloniality. For critical theory to 
correspond with decolonization, we need to shift the geography of 
knowledge and recast it [critical theory] within the frame of geo- 
and bio-politics of knowledge. Thus, the first step in the grammar 
of decolonization would be cast . . . [as] learning to unlearn.” Where 
Mignolo emphasizes the importance of shifting the geography 
of knowledge by transplanting theory to the site of the colonial 
wound, I want to suggest that there are resources immanent to 
the project of the Enlightenment that, when inherited in a radi-
cally transformative way, can be useful for this kind of learning to 
unlearn. Specifically, as I suggested in the conclusion to chapter 5, 
the method of problematizing genealogy plays an important role 
here, by revealing to us the contingency of our beliefs and norma-
tive commitments and showing us the ways that those beliefs and 
commitments have been contingently made up of complex rela-
tions of power, domination, and violence. For this kind of unlearn-
ing project, the methodologies of normative and rational recon-
struction are more hindrance than help, inasmuch as regardless 
of how willing they may be to acknowledge the contingency of the 
historical developments that they chart, or the downsides, losses, 
and regressions that accompany the learning processes that they  
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identify as developmentally progressive, they nevertheless aim at 
the vindication of our normative point of view. A genuinely open 
and open-ended dialogue with colonized or subaltern subjects 
requires a kind of humility or modesty about our normative com-
mitments and ideals that is inconsistent with these vindicatory 
narratives. Such an openness and open-endedness require what 
Chakrabarty characterizes as an openness “to the possibility of 
our thought systems .  .  . being rendered finite by the presence of 
the other.” This is a kind of humility or modesty that goes beyond 
Habermasian fallibilism—the acknowledgment of the fact that we 
may turn out to be wrong—because it entails an active and ongoing 
problematization of our own point of view and of our belief in its 
cognitive and moral superiority.

In the background here is the complicated issue of the relation-
ship between metanormative or second-order and substantive or 
first-order commitments. This issue has come up several times 
throughout the book, but so far I have deferred discussion of it; 
now the time has come to tackle it head on. In chapter 2, I men-
tioned that Habermas does not always clearly differentiate between 
the metanormative and normative levels of analysis. However, it 
seems to me that at the metanormative level he defends a strong 
notion of context-transcendence, since it is only by doing so that 
he can maintain that the ideals and forms of life that emerge in 
European modernity may emerge from a particular context but also 
transcend that context to attain universal significance. This claim, 
in turn, licenses the inference that premodern or traditional forms 
of life are developmentally and cognitively inferior to our own, 
insofar as they haven’t learned something that we now know, which 
is that their worldview is just that, a view of the world, and not the 
ultimate truth. But then he attempts to combine this second-order 
or metanormative claim about context-transcendence with a first-
order or substantive inclusiveness or openness to learning from 
those who don’t share our worldview. But I don’t see how this can 
possibly work. It is as if we should say, in our substantive intercul-
tural dialogical engagements: I believe my normative principles and 
procedures to be developmentally superior to yours, but I’m a fal-
libilist, so I am open to you convincing me otherwise, on discursive 
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terms that are set in accordance with my normative point of view. 
The problem is that I just don’t see how such a stance could possibly 
frame a genuinely open dialogue across lines of cultural difference.

If we give up the strong metanormative claims that Haber-
mas wants to make—claims that I have argued should be given 
up since they rest on a problematic developmental reading of his-
tory—then we could understand the relationship between our 
metanormative and our normative commitments differently. We 
could understand ourselves, at a first-order, substantive norma-
tive level, to be committed to the values of freedom, equality, and 
solidarity with the suffering of others, but understand these com-
mitments, at the metanormative level, to be justified immanently 
and contextually, via an appeal to specific historical context rather 
than via an appeal to their putatively context-transcendent char-
acter. Such a metanormative contextualism offers a better way of 
instantiating the virtues of humility and modesty that are required 
for a genuine openness to otherness. As Judith Butler puts it, 
glossing Adorno, “If the human is anything, it seems to be a dou-
ble movement, one in which we assert moral norms at the same 
time as we question the authority by which we make that asser-
tion.” In other words, we advance our normative commitments 
with a fundamental modesty or humility about the justificatory 
status of those commitments; we recognize that such modesty or 
humility is necessary for realizing those very commitments, that 
is, for the possibility of finally becoming human. Indeed, Adorno 
understood the possibility of progress in the future in precisely 
these terms: “Progress would be the very establishment of human-
ity in the first place, whose prospect opens up in the face of its 
extinction” (P, 145).

As I have argued in chapters 2 and 4, critical theorists such as 
Habermas and Forst mightily resist this sort of metanormative 
contextualism about the justification of our normative principles. 
Even though Forst describes his view as a contextualist universal-
ism, he makes it clear that the theory of practical reason on which 
his moral theory rests is not a contextualist one, and that his con-
textualism is confined to the contexts of application of the basic 
right to justification. I suspect that Habermas and Forst resist  
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contextualism so strenuously because they think that contextual-
ism about normative justification necessarily devolves or collapses 
into first-order moral relativism. In other words, they are worried 
that holding a contextualist account of normative justification 
requires me to undermine or qualify all of my normative claims as 
soon as I utter them—to add “but that’s just for me” on to every 
normative validity claim I utter—and thus undermines the very 
idea of engaging in a discursive assessment of validity claims. But 
I don’t think that this is the case. The key to understanding why 
not lies in the distinction between the metanormative or second-
order and substantive or first-order normative levels, a distinction 
that is implicit, but only implicit, in the work of Butler, Adorno, and 
Foucault. Once we draw out this distinction, it will become clear 
that contextualism at a metanormative or second-order level—that 
is, contextualism about normative justification, contextualism as a 
position in moral epistemology—need not entail relativism at the 
level of our first-order substantive normative commitments.

In order to see why this is the case I think we can usefully draw 
on some insights from contextualist epistemology, as developed in 
the work of Michael Williams and Linda Martín Alcoff. In his book 
Unnatural Doubts, Williams develops a form of epistemological con-
textualism that holds that propositions and statements only have 
an epistemic status at all in relation to situational and contextu-
ally variable factors. Epistemic contexts are differentiated from 
one another by what Williams calls their inferential structure—
namely, what stands fast relative to what, or which propositions 
are taken to be basic or indubitable within that context. Drawing 
on Wittgenstein and Rorty, Williams adds the further idea that 
there is no hierarchical array of contexts and there is no context-
independent standard or manner of evaluating the relative merits 
of different contextual standards. The objects of epistemic inquiry, 
for Williams, have no inherent, context-independent structure, and 
to think that they do is to assume epistemological realism. Con-
tra epistemological realism, Williams’s inferential contextualism 
holds that “the epistemic status of a given proposition is liable to 
shift with situational, disciplinary and other contextually variable 
factors,” and that “independently of such influences, a proposition 
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has no epistemic status whatsoever.” Thus, Williams defends the 
radical view that there are no context-independent or context-
transcendent means by which we can evaluate different contextual 
epistemic standards, but he also maintains that this does not lead 
to the skeptical conclusion that we cannot have knowledge. Rather, 
it leads to a deflationary conception of knowledge according to 
which even though there may be no context-transcendent concep-
tion of human knowledge as such that ties all instances of knowl-
edge together, nevertheless the word “know” can be “embedded in a 
teachable and useful linguistic practice.”

Like Williams, Alcoff develops a, broadly speaking, contextualist 
account of epistemology but, unlike Williams’s, her project is moti-
vated by explicitly political concerns. Alcoff argues that the Hege-
lian strategy for avoiding foundationalism—a commitment that, as 
I have argued, both Habermas and Honneth share—doesn’t neces-
sarily avoid the problematic authoritarianism of foundationalism 
if it hews too closely to Hegelian ideas about the superiority of the 
European perspective. As she puts it, Hegelian epistemology consti-
tutes a laudable attempt to “come to grips with the implications of 
the historical and social locatedness of knowledge,” but in Hegel’s 
system, all knowledge may be perspectival, but “all perspectives 
are not equal, and thus Hegelian epistemology instantiates once 
again the authoritarian perspective characteristic of the Enlighten-
ment” (RK, 206). Thus Hegel’s legacy leads to an “epistemology of 
imperialism” and as such is “only partially trustworthy” (RK, 206). 
What is needed is a way of coming to grips with the historical and 
social locatedness of knowledge that disentangles that conception 
of knowledge from Eurocentric imperialism. Alcoff finds Foucault’s 
account of power/knowledge useful for this task inasmuch as it takes 
a long list of “discursive and nondiscursive elements—including  
subject-positions, institutional practices, systems of exclusion, epis-
temes, and so forth”—to be “operative in the production of knowl-
edge” and thus understands them as relevant parts of our web of 
belief (RK, 207). Moreover, Foucault does this without ceding the 
possibility of justification; rather, he understands justification as 
always “indexed to a context made up of very particular elements” 
(207–08). Thus, Alcoff roots her account of epistemic justification 
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in particular historical and social contexts but without buying into 
the pernicious Hegelian fiction that a particular context—namely, 
the context of European modernity or Enlightenment—transcends 
its contextual beginnings and thus constitutes the overarching con-
text against which or in terms of which other contextually rooted 
standards of justification can be measured.

To be sure, Alcoff’s account differs from that of Williams in that 
she argues for a coherentist epistemology, whereas he contends 
that coherence epistemologies tend to collapse back into versions 
of epistemological realism because of their underlying drive toward 
unifying all contexts into one coherent picture of the world. Some 
of this disagreement can be chalked up to differences in how each 
of them understands the term “coherence.” For Alcoff, coherence 
theory does imply an impulse toward unification but, on her ver-
sion, the drive for unifying our web of beliefs and for eliminating 
contradictions is not paramount. Rather, on her view, “the need 
for resolutions is more realistically understood as contextual, aris-
ing from specific problems in specific contexts” (RK, 224). That is 
to say, some contradictions need to be resolved and others don’t; 
some contradictory beliefs can coexist peacefully with one another 
and others can’t; and which ones are which will depend on con-
textually specific features of the situation. Thus, on her view, we 
can’t know in advance what the limits are on the scope of elements 
that must be made to cohere with one another within one’s web 
of belief, and even “the claim to have achieved coherence is itself 
subject to contextual, and therefore coherentist, constraints” (RK, 
225). Therefore, Alcoff’s coherentist epistemology could justifiably 
be characterized as a contextualist coherentism.

More important for my purposes than the differences between 
Alcoff’s coherentism and Williams’s contextualism are the follow-
ing points: both views tie justification and knowledge to specific 
contexts; both encompass not just beliefs and statements but also 
historically specific, social, cultural, and material conditions and 
even, for Alcoff, power relations in the scope of relevant elements 
involved in knowledge; and, for both, knowledge is only possible 
within a context, and what makes knowledge possible within that 
context is coherence with other beliefs. For Williams, some basic 
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commitments are held fast and others are made to rest on that 
contextually specific foundation; for Alcoff, commitments have to 
be supported by relations of inference, correlation, or analogy by 
other elements of the web of belief. But the crucial point here is 
that knowledge is still possible within these contextualist episte-
mological frameworks; contextualism about epistemic justification 
does not entail skepticism or relativism. Both of these views thus 
contend that a thoroughly immanent and contextualist account 
of epistemic justification can still yield justified knowledge claims 
within particular epistemic contexts. In other words, they show, as 
Alcoff puts it, how one can “account for the historical and social 
embeddedness of all truth-claims without lapsing into epistemo-
logical nihilism” (RK, 13).

Borrowing from and building on these efforts in contextualist 
epistemology, we can get an idea of how one can be a contextualist 
about normative justification—that is, how one can accept contex-
tualism at a metanormative level, as a claim about moral episte-
mology—without thereby undercutting the possibility of norma-
tive validity at the first-order normative level and thus collapsing 
into moral relativism or nihilism. Metanormative contextualism 
or contextualism about normative validity consists in two claims: 
First, moral principles or normative ideals are always justified 
relative to a set of contextually salient values, conceptions of the 
good life, or normative horizons—roughly speaking, forms of life 
or lifeworlds. Second, there is no über-context, no context-free or 
transcendent point of view from which we can adjudicate which 
contexts are ultimately correct or even in a position of hierarchical 
superiority over which others. On this view, our normative prin-
ciples can be justified relative to a set of basic normative commit-
ments that stand fast in relation to them, but because there is no 
context-transcendent point of view from which we can determine 
which contexts are superior to which others, those basic normative 
commitments must be understood as contingent foundations.

Here again we might fruitfully turn to Adorno, who, like Alcoff, links 
the very idea of a transcendent point of view to authoritarianism. 
As Adorno puts it: “Transcendent critique sympathizes with author-
ity in its very form, even before expressing any content; there is a  
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moment of content to the form itself. . . . Anyone who judges some-
thing that has been articulated and elaborated—art or philosophy— 
by presuppositions that do not hold within it is behaving in a reac-
tionary manner, even when he swears by progressive slogans” (PMP, 
146). Thus, for Adorno, resisting the pull of the transcendent is itself 
a moral imperative: “Whenever anyone expects you to deal with 
something intellectually uncomfortable by asking you to ‘transcend’ 
it, just pause and ask by what authority you should do so. If you were 
to do that, I think that would be an instance of a right action in a 
wrong life” (PMP, 174–75). Adorno, however, also makes clear that the 
refusal of the point of view of transcendence does not lead to relativ-
ism. In fact, for him, relativism is a pseudoproblem:

For the positive nature of beliefs, of ideologies, that prevail here 
and now is not relative at all. They confront us at every moment as 
binding and absolute. And the criticism of these false absolutes . . . is 
much more urgent than the quest for some absolute values or other, 
fixed in eternity and hanging from the ceiling like herrings, which 
would enable us to transcend this relativism with which, as real liv-
ing people who are attempting to live decent lives, we have abso-
lutely nothing to do. On the other hand, however, the postulates 
and values that surface wherever people imagine that they have to 
overcome relativism are the products of arbitrary acts, things that 
are freely posited, that are created and not natural, and thus they 
necessarily always succumb to the relativism they denounce.

(PMP, 175)

Relativism and absolutism are thus correlates, and “dialectical 
thinking . . . is a kind of thinking that, to express it in Nietzschean 
terms, would persist beyond that alternative” (PMP, 175). I submit 
that the kind of metanormative contextualism that I have been 
sketching here is an example of a point of view that is beyond the 
alternatives of relativism and absolutism. Embracing this as a view 
about moral epistemology or metanormative justification is per-
fectly consistent with endorsing first-order substantive normative 
principles such as mutual respect, egalitarian reciprocity, open-
ness to the other, inclusiveness, and so forth. It is even compatible 
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with regarding these principles as universal in the scope of their 
application, so long as we don’t understand these principles, from a 
metanormative perspective, as justified insofar as they are absolute 
values that are “fixed in eternity and hanging from the ceiling like 
herrings.” This is why even Adorno’s new categorical imperative 
is a historically indexed claim: it arises out of a particular histori-
cal situation, namely, the horror of Auschwitz, and it holds for us 
in light of that historical situation. Hence, Adorno follows up his 
critique of metaethical absolutism by saying: “We may not know 
what absolute good is or the absolute norm, we may not even know 
what man is or the human or humanity—but what the inhuman 
is we know very well indeed. I would say that the place of moral 
philosophy today lies . . . in the concrete denunciation of the inhu-
man” (PMP, 175). And when he says this, it is significant that he 
does not say that we know very well what the absolutely inhuman 
is. In other words, what we know very well is not some absolute—
objective or morally realist—negativistic ground, but rather a con-
crete, historically situated, and in that sense contingent experience 
of inhumanity and suffering. For Adorno, just as for Hegel, there 
is no unmediated access to things in themselves; rather, our access 
is always mediated through concepts, which themselves contain the 
sedimentations of history, social practices, and culture. So Adorno’s 
appeal here to the reality of suffering cannot be indicative of a naïve 
or straightforward realism or objectivism about moral truths or 
values. In fact, Adorno appeals to the reality of suffering precisely 
because the moral impulse of solidarity with suffering is what has 
been both presupposed and suppressed within the Kantian con-
ception of morality that he takes to be predominant in modernity. 
In other words, the appeal to suffering or concrete inhumanity as 
a ground for our negatively framed moral judgments is an appeal 
not to a set of objective moral facts but rather to the suppressed 
moment within our own historically conditioned way of experienc-
ing the normative world.

But if we ask the further question of what makes the lifeworld 
horizon that forms the social and historical context for our nor-
mative commitments and principles deserving of our support, and 
if we have given up the possibility of a context that transcends all 
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contexts, and if we have problematized the idea that “our” lifeworld 
horizon is developmentally or cognitively superior to others, then 
our answer to this question will have to acknowledge that our nor-
mative principles and commitments themselves rest on a contin-
gent foundation. There are, however, two important features of 
the normative horizon of Enlightenment modernity that mitigate 
against what might seem like the arbitrariness implied by this pic-
ture: first, like all horizons, this normative horizon is open and not 
closed, permeated by and formed in interaction with other norma-
tive horizons; second, it takes openness to criticism and reflexiv-
ity as normative goals, and hence as a form of life it requires me 
to be open to being changed, including when that means learning 
to unlearn. The first feature means that the critical resources of 
one normative horizon can be and quite often are brought to bear 
on those of another. Thus, we are not limited to a choice between 
wholly internal forms of critique in which existing social practices 
or institutions are measured against the normative ideals internal 
to the social worlds in which they are situated, on the one hand, and 
transcendent critique based on context-transcendent standards 
of justification, on the other. Rather, we can envision “external” 
modes of critique in which justificatory standards that are held fast 
in one context are brought to bear on those of another, and vice 
versa. These “external” modes would be more radical than wholly 
internal critiques but without appealing to potentially authoritar-
ian notions of context-transcendence as a way of securing their rad-
icality. The second feature means that even when I acknowledge 
that my first-order normative commitments rest on contingent 
foundations, this does not lead me to embrace them dogmatically 
or ethnocentrically because those very commitments require me to 
be open to coming to see—whether through rational argument or 
through expressive/hermeneutic insight or through experiences of 
aesthetic world disclosure—that parts of my normative horizon are 
flawed or limited in some way. Thus, my first-order normative com-
mitments require—in a further reflexive turn—a metanormative 
or second-order reflexivity about the status of my own normative 
horizon. This is, I think, very close to the kind of openness that 
Chakrabarty invokes when he talks about being open to hearing 
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what we do not already understand and to having our systems of 
thought be rendered finite by the encounter with the subaltern.

T HE IMPURI T Y OF PR ACT IC AL RE A SON REPR I SE

Both Habermas and Honneth link the idea of historical progress 
to the progressive purification of reason from power relations. For 
Habermas, the progressive rationalization of the lifeworld goes 
hand in hand with the overcoming of power-laden, systematically 
distorted relations of communication; despite Honneth’s critique 
of Habermas’s account of societal rationalization as having too little 
to say about the role of social actors in that process, he accepts this 
basic picture of progress as the process whereby a socially instan-
tiated reason is progressively purified of power relations. In both 
cases, then, moral-practical progress consists in a socially instanti-
ated reason working itself free of its entanglement with power rela-
tions. Although Forst does not present such a historically inflected 
account of the relations between practical reason and power, he 
too presupposes the possibility of a practical reason that is disen-
tangled from power relations, and this despite his commitment to 
viewing practical reason as an actual social practice and his attempt 
to put first things—that is, the question of power—first.

As we saw in chapter 5, Foucault and Adorno offer a very different 
account of practical reason and its relationship to power. As Adorno 
points out, reason is just one thing, such that if reason serves as a 
medium for domination, then this cannot be neatly cordoned off 
into a separate strata—the ways in which the ideal of reason goes 
wrong in practice—but rather must be regarded as an aspect of rea-
son itself. Similarly, for Foucault, the task of critical thought is to 
accept and to interrogate the spiral formed by the entanglement 
of power and reason, by the fact that we are fortunately commit-
ted to a form of rationality that is unfortunately crisscrossed by 
relations of power and domination. However, for both Adorno and 
Foucault, these claims are not about practical reason as such, for 
both of them doubt that it makes much sense to talk about such 
a thing. As Foucault put it: “The word ‘rationalization’ is danger-
ous. What we have to do is analyze specific rationalities rather than 
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always invoking the progress of rationalization in general” (SP, 329). 
Similarly, Adorno endorses what he claims is the “mainspring of 
Hegel’s thought,” namely, that “the a priori is also the a posteriori” 
(H, 3). In other words, the a priori is a historical a priori, and all 
of our thought forms, including our conceptions of reason, are a 
posteriori, that is, socially and historically conditioned. This holds 
not only for what Adorno calls identity thinking, which is a spe-
cific mode of reasoning that emerges in its fullest articulation in 
the Enlightenment, but also for negative dialectics, which offers 
not an alternative conception of practical reason as such but rather 
a historically specific mode of resistance to identity thinking—the 
mode of rationality that predominates in modernity—and to the 
social and institutional structures that correspond to and reinforce 
it—the reified social structures characteristic of late capitalism, the 
culture industry, and so forth. Moreover, since Adorno and Fou-
cault also reject the story of progress as a historical “fact” that has 
led up to us, they rule out the consoling story that might reassure 
us that our current conception of practical reason is less entangled 
with relations of power and domination than what came before—
but they do so without, as I have argued throughout, offering an 
alternative story of decline and fall, according to which reason was 
purer and less entangled with domination in some mythical past.

These ways of thinking about the relationship between power 
and reason give us some idea of how to conceptualize practical rea-
son in a way that is attentive to its impurities, its entanglements 
with power relations, without thereby sliding into irrationalism. 
The conception of reason that I have in mind can be further elabo-
rated by considering the thoroughly practical and resolutely anti-
foundationalist account of reasoning as a social practice recently 
advocated by Anthony Laden. As Laden describes it, reasoning is 
not the work of deducing conclusions from a set of premises, nor 
does it involve convincing an interlocutor by means of the unforced 
force of the better argument; rather, on his view, reasoning is “the 
responsive engagement with others as we attune ourselves to one 
another and the world around us” (RASP, 8). Laden understands rea-
soning as a species of casual conversation, which makes his concep-
tion of reasoning thoroughly open-ended; like casual conversation,  
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reasoning has no end both in the sense that it has no goal and in the 
sense that it has no end point (RASP, 82). Rather, it is an open-ended, 
ongoing practice of mutual and reciprocal attunement through 
which shared spaces of reasons are constructed and mapped. On 
this account, to reason with others is to issue invitations to take the 
things that we say as speaking for all of us, as correctly mapping the 
bounds of our shared space of reasons: “The activity of reasoning 
is the activity of sharing the world, of attuning ourselves to others 
within reciprocal relationships” (RASP, 46).

Because Laden construes reasoning as involving the issuing of 
invitations—as co-constructing and inhabiting a shared space of 
reasons—rather than the issuing of commands, his account of rea-
son differs markedly from the authoritarian conception of reason 
defended by Kant and Forst and criticized by Adorno. For Laden, as 
for Forst, reasoning is a “norm-governed, reciprocal, and revisable 
activity” (RASP, 77), but reason’s authority lies not in its capacity to 
issue legitimate commands but rather in its capacity for the parties 
who are reasoning together to remain connected to one another 
(RASP, 63). By understanding reason’s authority in terms of its abil-
ity to connect rather than to command, Laden’s account “recog-
nizes and respects those with whom we talk and argue in a way that 
arguing from already established philosophical foundations does 
not.” Thus Laden shows how one might take on board Adorno’s 
critique of the authoritarianism of the Kantian conception of rea-
son while still making sense of Adorno’s commitment to reason 
and to conducting a rational critique of reason. Laden’s emphasis 
on reciprocity, mutuality, and attunement as the point of reason-
ing as a shared social practice also resonates with Adorno’s notion 
of reconciliation as the nontotalizing, open-ended togetherness  
of diversity.

Laden’s conversation-based account of reasoning can also be 
connected to the postcolonial critique of the idea of speaking for 
others that surfaced in my discussion of McCarthy in chapter 1 
and to the Foucaultian critique of Forst’s account of the space 
of reasons that I offered in chapter 4. Because Laden’s account 
views reasoning as a species of conversation, it models reasoning 
as a practice of speaking with others in mutual, reciprocal, and  
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open-ended ways. Although he does describe this as a kind of 
speaking for others, what Laden means by this is only that through 
speaking, I am including them in a “we” on behalf of which I speak, 
and that in so doing I am not only inviting them to accept or reject 
my claims but also inviting them to speak for me as well. As he puts 
it: “Acceptance of a reason, then, involves an acknowledgment that 
we share some, perhaps small, space of reasons. Sharing such a 
space, however, makes it possible for either of us to speak for both 
of us, and so we can describe the invitation the reason proffers as an 
invitation to take another’s words as speaking for us as well” (RASP, 
15–16). Laden’s is thus a fully open-ended, mutual, and reciprocal 
conception of speaking for, in which “I speak for you by speaking 
for an us of which we are both members, by saying what I take it we 
would say” (RASP, 41). Such a stance does not involve treating those 
for whom one speaks as inferior or incapable of representing their 
own interests (RASP, 40); to the contrary, it demands a high degree 
of vulnerability on the part of the speaker, inasmuch as it requires 
me to allow that “my position within what I take to be a space of 
reasons can change as a result of our interaction” (RASP, 41).

If reasoning is a social practice, and if our social practices and 
institutions are structured by relations of power, domination, and 
oppression, reason will necessarily be entangled with power. To his 
credit, Laden does not shy away from this implication; in fact, he 
acknowledges its full force but also shows compellingly how his open-
ended, non-authoritarian, non-foundationalist conception of reason 
can provide a way of thinking through reason’s entanglements with 
power without rejecting reason or putting it on trial. He maintains 
that we have to take seriously the claims of oppressed or marginal-
ized groups that they are excluded from the norms of reason—the 
kinds of postcolonial, queer, and feminist critiques of reason that I 
discussed in chapter 4—inasmuch as such claims make visible how 
“the very terms in which a conversation proceeds” are “themselves 
set and structured by inequalities of power, and thus unable on their 
own to make those inequalities visible and thus to challenge them” 
(RASP, 128). Here Laden’s account is highly attentive not only to how 
power enables and constrains certain moves within an existing space 
of reasons, but also to how reasoning practices serve to construct 
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and modify those spaces in an ongoing way (RASP, 33). Thus, his view 
goes beyond Forst’s in that it enables us to see how power works not 
only in the space of reasons but also through its very constitution. 
However, acknowledging that power works through the constitution 
of spaces of reasons does not lead Laden to conclude that we cannot 
or should not reason. Rather, Laden argues, the very claim that the 
terms of a particular conversation structurally exclude or marginal-
ize some individuals is itself a move within a conversation; thus, a 
conversation-based conception of reason must find a way to remain 
perpetually open to such challenges, rather than rejecting them as 
confused or performatively contradictory. This means that reason-
ing well demands a particular set of virtues: not only a willingness 
to make oneself vulnerable and an openness to change, but also a 
“receptivity to unfamiliar lines of criticism, especially those that may 
initially seem as if they are themselves incoherent or conceptually 
confused because they challenge the basis of one’s conceptual map” 
(RASP, 129). Only this kind of radical openness and receptivity can 
enable reason to ameliorate the distorting and exclusionary effects 
of domination and oppression. Moreover, precisely because domina-
tion, when viewed from above, so often looks like equality, “it is par-
ticularly important that those who are privileged by inequalities of 
power possess and deploy” these virtues of vulnerability, openness, 
and receptivity (RASP, 129).

Although this way of thinking about practical reason does leave 
us unable to claim a context-transcendent ground for our norma-
tive point of view, it does not leave us with nothing to say when we 
are faced with those who reject that point of view. Rather, Laden 
argues that a non-foundationalist account of reasoning as a social 
practice should rest content with describing our normative commit-
ments not as necessary preconditions that we are forced to accept 
on pain of being deemed unreasonable but rather as attractive ide-
als toward which we might aspire (RASP, 44). This is the main differ-
ence between Laden’s practice-based conception of reasoning and 
Forst’s neo-Kantian conception of practical reason. Laden acknowl-
edges that “to those used to normative arguments that attempt to 
ground norms on undeniable or unavoidable foundations, the invi-
tation to consider an ideal and find it attractive will seem hopelessly 
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weak and underwhelming” (RASP, 44), but his account of reasoning 
as a social practice shows compellingly how we might move beyond 
the problematic idea of practical reason as such without thereby 
giving up on reason altogether. And by showing how reasoning can 
be understood as a radically open-ended practice whose principal 
virtues are vulnerability, receptivity, and openness to change, he 
offers an account of rationality capable of facing up to the fact that 
our form of rationality—like all forms, rooted as they are in social 
practices and cultural forms of life that are structured by relations 
of power—is crisscrossed with inherent dangers.

Laden’s social picture of reasoning also shows how we might avoid 
the self-congratulatory temptation to prejudge ourselves as cogni-
tively or developmentally superior to “nonmodern” or “premodern” 
cultures or forms of life—for example, to African cultures who prac-
tice various forms of magic or witchcraft or to Indigenous legal prac-
tices—while simultaneously avoiding the slide into relativism. As 
Laden argues, to take the stance that we are developmentally supe-
rior, that “we” now know something that “they” have not yet learned, 
is to insist that other cultures can only count as reasoning insofar as 
“there is a way to fit their activities into ours” (RASP, 155). But this 
way of thinking “is to prepare the way for arguments for assimilating 
them to our way of doing things, bringing them to reason, civiliz-
ing them” (RASP, 156). If, on the other hand, we reject this move, 
then it looks like we are left with a kind of relativism “that devalues 
both ways of thinking or doing things: just what we do around here” 
(RASP, 156). Laden argues that this double bind is itself an artifact of 
a problematic way of conceptualizing reason as resting on a strong, 
philosophical foundation or ground, what he calls the standard pic-
ture of reason. The trick is to stop thinking of ourselves as develop-
mentally or cognitively superior or capable of reasoning better than 
those whom we deem to be “nonmodern” or “premodern,” and to 
understand the participants in this kind of intercultural dialogue 
instead as “two groups, each of which has practices that allow them 
to share normative spaces within their group, but neither of which 
yet has the means to reason with the other” (RASP, 156). And the key 
to learning how to reason across such divides is to adopt the kind 
of open, vulnerable, receptive, and, I would also say, modest and 
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humble stance toward our own reasoning practices described above. 
Importantly, this does not mean that we thereby give up the ability 
to criticize practices or institutions. As I have argued above, it is one 
thing to say that someone else is wrong, and another to say that they 
are backward or primitive; the former claim is compatible with treat-
ing the other as a moral contemporary, while the latter is not. As 
Laden puts it, “Coming to recognize the practices of another group 
as a form of reasoning is precisely not to foreclose the possibility of 
criticizing them. It is to recognize the work that may need to be done 
in order to be able to properly articulate and formulate criticisms, as 
well as to simultaneously recognize that they can criticize our prac-
tices” (RASP, 157).

Laden’s anti-foundationalist conception of reason as a social 
practice that demands openness, vulnerability, and humility finds 
an echo in the epilogue to Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing 
Europe. There, Chakrabarty argues that the “tendency to identify 
reason and rational argumentation as a modernist weapon against 
‘premodern’ superstition ends up overdrawing the boundary 
between the modern and the premodern” (PE, 238). Chakrabarty’s 
point is not that reason as such is elitist. Rather, his point is that 
it is elitist to equate the “premodern” with unreason and supersti-
tion, to fail to see the practices that we deem to be superstitious as 
themselves instantiating a form of rationality. As he puts it, “Rea-
son becomes elitist whenever we allow unreason and superstition 
to stand in for backwardness, that is to say, when reason colludes 
with the logic of historicist thought. For then we see our ‘super-
stitious’ contemporaries as examples of an ‘earlier type,’ as human 
embodiments of the principle of anachronism” (PE, 238). The chal-
lenge that Chakrabarty’s work poses is that of thinking beyond  
historicism without rejecting reason (PE, 249); Laden’s non- 
foundationalist, open-ended, and pluralistic conception of reason-
ing as a social practice helps us to meet this challenge.

PROGRE SS ,  IN HI STORY

Finally, we can now ask what, if anything, remains of the idea of 
progress, especially once we have taken on board the contextualist  



226 Conclusion

conception of normative justification and the practical conception 
of practical reason that I have outlined? Throughout this book, I’ve 
attempted to delineate two different conceptions of normative  
progress—the backward-looking conception of history as a pro-
gressive, developmental story that leads up to “us” and the forward-
looking conception of the possibility of achieving a more just or less 
oppressive social world. Taking inspiration from Adorno, I’ve argued 
that forward-looking progress with respect to the decolonization of 
the normative foundations of critical theory can take place only if 
we abandon the backward-looking story that positions European 
modernity as the outcome of a historical learning process. In this 
sense, progress occurs where it comes to an end. At the same time, 
again following Adorno, there is no inference from the lack of prog-
ress in the past to its impossibility in the future; this means that 
letting go of the backward-looking story about historical progress 
as a “fact” need not compel us to give up on the hope for progress 
in the future, though it may well change how we think about what 
that might mean. In other words, it may be the case, as McCarthy 
argues, that our politics cannot be truly progressive unless we have 
some way of conceptualizing what would count as progress in a  
forward-looking sense, as a moral-political imperative, but it is also 
the case that our politics cannot be truly progressive if our concep-
tion of progress as an imperative rests on a self-congratulatory, 
Eurocentric story about historical progress as a “fact.” Moreover, 
for the project of decoupling progress as an imperative from prog-
ress as a “fact,” it isn’t sufficient to lace our vindicatory or rationally 
reconstructive story with an acknowledgment of the downsides, 
losses, and regressions that have accompanied our historical learn-
ing process. Rather, we need to go further and actively problema-
tize our own normative point of view.

To be sure, both of these conceptions of progress, the forward-
looking and the backward-looking, rest on normative principles. 
This follows from the claim that the very concept of progress does 
not make sense without some conception of a goal or benchmark 
against which progress can be measured; normative progress, 
then, can only be measured with respect to some sort of norma-
tive benchmark. Thus, whether we identify increases in autonomy 
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or social freedom as gains that mark modernity as developmen-
tally superior to premodern forms of life or as normative poten-
tials in the present the full realization of which we should strive 
to attain in the future, we are identifying them as the norma-
tive benchmarks against which claims about progress, whether  
backward- or forward-looking, should be measured. In this sense, 
the backward- and forward-looking conceptions of progress could 
be seen as distinguishable only inasmuch as they are distinct tem-
poral references that are indexed to a common set of normative 
assumptions. If that’s right, then one might wonder how much 
work this distinction between forward- and backward-looking con-
ceptions of progress really does. One might also ask whether my 
aim is really to disentangle the former from the latter, or rather 
to undercut the whole idea of normativity that runs through both 
conceptions or temporal dimensions of progress?

In response to this last question, I want to say: both. As I have 
argued in chapters 1 through 3, one can distinguish between  
backward-looking and forward-looking conceptions of progress in 
the work of McCarthy, Habermas, and Honneth, and, more impor-
tant, these conceptions hang together in a particular way, such that 
the backward-looking story about modernity as the result of a his-
torical learning process undergirds forward-looking claims about 
what would count as moral-political progress in the future. This 
strategy for grounding normativity emerges from a desire to avoid 
foundationalism—by refraining from appealing to a transhistorical 
normative standard or conception of rationality—while also avoid-
ing historical relativism—by identifying a historically emergent but 
still developmentally superior set of normative standards. It is also 
rooted in a desire to avoid problematic forms of utopianism, as evi-
denced by Habermas’s critical remarks about utopian socialism and 
Honneth’s appeal to the impotence of the mere ought objection to 
Kantian morality. The thought here is that critical theory runs the 
risk of becoming overly utopian unless it identifies normative poten-
tials that are present in existing social reality, potentials on which 
we can build in order to make progress in the future. But, again, if 
we are to avoid historical relativism, we have to have some reason 
to think that those normative potentials are themselves worthy  
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of being built upon, and the backward-looking story of historical 
progress as a “fact” steps in to play this role. In this respect, McCar-
thy’s, Habermas’s, and Honneth’s positions are distinct from Forst’s, 
since he identifies a normative foundation—the basic right to jus-
tification, which is rooted in his conception of practical reason— 
that can justify both forward- and backward-looking conceptions 
of progress. As I have argued throughout this book, both of these 
strategies are problematic from the point of view of post- and deco-
lonial theory, though in somewhat different ways, and my argu-
ment is designed to challenge both. The combination of problema-
tizing genealogy as central to the methodology of critical theory 
and the related metanormative contextualism that I advocate 
undercuts any sort of normative foundationalism and replaces it 
with a contingent, context-immanent normativity; in that sense it 
should undermine our faith in certain kinds of strong claims about 
progress, whether backward- or forward-looking. This means that if 
we are to hold on to the idea of progress as a forward-looking moral-
political imperative, that commitment will have to go together with 
a relentless and ongoing problematization not only of any and all 
judgments about what would constitute progress but also of the 
normative standards by which such progress could be measured.

The same goes for the distinction that I made in the first chap-
ter between historical progress and progress in history, which is 
also bound up with the question of normativity in complicated 
ways. As I have used these terms, “historical progress” refers to a 
transhistorical claim according to which the transitions between 
different historical epochs or time periods can be understood on 
a model of sociocultural learning or progressive development. In 
its strong form, this notion appeals, explicitly or implicitly, to an 
ahistorical normative standard against which transhistorical claims 
about progress can be measured. Thus, the strong version brings 
us back to the problem of normative foundationalism, discussed 
above. “Progress in history,” by contrast, refers to improvements 
within a specific domain and measures those improvements by 
appealing to standards that are themselves historically and contex-
tually grounded. In chapter 3, this distinction was further compli-
cated through my discussion of Honneth, who can be interpreted as 
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defending a medium-strength account of something like historical 
progress “for us,” where the claim about historical learning or prog-
ress across different historical epochs is indexed not to an ahistori-
cal normative standard but rather to a set of contextually grounded 
normative commitments. As I argued in chapter 3, although this 
conception of historical progress is conceptually coherent, it cannot 
do the kind of metanormative work that Honneth needs for it to do, 
and it also remains vulnerable to the political objections raised by 
post- and decolonial theorists.

So, this leaves us with progress in history. As I have said before, 
in order to make judgments about progress, all that we need is some 
sort of benchmark or standard against which progress can be mea-
sured. Thus, my contextualist conception of normativity not only 
leaves room for progress as a forward-looking moral-political impera-
tive; insofar as it articulates normative standards at all, it makes pos-
sible backward-looking claims about progress as well. In that sense, 
the backward- and the forward-looking conceptions of progress can 
never be fully disentangled, for as soon as one articulates a norma-
tive standard of any sort, one can use it to make judgments about 
what has constituted progress up to now and what would constitute 
progress in the future. This means that my view would allow one to 
say, for example, that the expansion of gay rights in the latter half of 
the twentieth and first part of the twenty-first centuries in Western, 
postindustrial democracies constitutes progress in history, where 
progress is understood in terms of the fuller realization of certain 
normative commitments that we take to be fundamental—for exam-
ple, equality—and is not linked to any sort of claim about whether 
the historical form of life in which such normative commitments are 
embedded is developmentally superior to pre- or nonmodern forms 
of life. Still, as my discussion in chapter 3 of gay marriage shows, we 
have to be very cautious even about such locally and contextually 
grounded judgments about progress in history, precisely because the 
tendency to self-congratulation can be so seductive and so danger-
ous for a critical theory that aims to reflect on its own investments 
in relations of power. Thus, even our local and contextual judgments 
about progress in history, whenever we feel compelled to make them, 
must be ongoingly and relentlessly problematized.
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CODA :  CRI T IC ALIZING POSTCOLONIAL T HEORY

The charge that postcolonial theory is unable to ground its own crit-
ical perspective because it remains mired in irrationalism and rela-
tivism is by now a familiar complaint. Indeed, given post-colonial 
theory’s intellectual roots in postmodernist or poststructuralist 
theory, this charge should not be at all surprising, since it is a charge 
frequently leveled against postmodern theorists as well. In clos-
ing, let me say a few words about how the approach laid out in this 
book and particularly in these last two chapters might be useful for 
responding to such charges. The metanormative contextualism that 
I have defended shows how postcolonial theory could be grounded 
in a thoroughly immanent normativity that enables its capacity 
as critique, thus allowing it to avoid relativism, without appealing 
to developmental readings of history, which would endorse Euro-
centrism, or to strong foundationalist conceptions of normativity, 
which would end up in authoritarianism or informal imperialism. 
The anti-foundationalist, open-ended, and pluralistic concep-
tion of practical reason discussed above shows how postcolonial  
theory can reject the notion of practical reason as such as overly 
abstract and formal—thus, again, as imperialist in its very form—
but without opening itself up to the charge of lapsing into a roman-
tic over-valorization of superstition, magic, and myth. Finally, the 
local and contextual account of progress in history shows how post-
colonial theory might articulate some sort of normative benchmark 
for what might count as progress in the future—thus accepting a 
version of Forst’s claim that one can be against progress only by 
being for it—but without appealing to the problematic readings of 
history or abstract conceptions of normativity that the theory rig-
orously criticizes. In these three ways, I hope that this book shows 
what postcolonial theorists might stand to gain from the kind of 
encounter with the Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory 
that this book attempts to make possible. That is to say, I hope not 
only to have showed how critical theory can and must be decolo-
nized, but also to have given some indications of how postcolonial 
theory could be criticalized.
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critique and rethinking of the Hegelian conception of history.

66. For an argument to this effect with respect to Habermas, see Hesse, 
“Racialized Modernity.” 

67. McCarthy, Race, Empire, and the Idea of Human Development, 18. Hence-
forth cited parenthetically in the text as RED.

68. I return to this issue in chapter 3. 
69. Tully, “On Law, Democracy and Imperialism,” 149. 
70. Marx, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,” 608. This claim 

has sparked a great deal of commentary in postcolonial theory, starting 
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with Said, Orientalism, and including Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial 
Reason, 257–264.

71. Bhambra, Rethinking Modernity, 75.
72. See Tully, “Political Philosophy as a Critical Activity.” Tully, in turn, bor-

rows this phrase from Foucault (PPP, 111). 
73. Scott, “The Traditions of Historical Others,” 6.
74. Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, chap. 2.
75. As I’ll discuss further in chapter 3, Honneth offers a similar conception 

of the role of genealogy within critical theory. 
76. Moyn, “The Continuing Perplexities of Human Rights.” 
77. Again, Forst’s approach is an alternative here that moves in the oppo-

site direction. I discuss this aspect of Forst’s work in more detail in  
chapter 4. 

.  from social evolution to multiple modernities: 
history and normativity in habermas

1. On TCA specifically, see the essays by Schnädelbach and Taylor in  
Honneth and Joas, Communicative Action. For more recent assess-
ments, see Stahl, “Habermas and the Project of Immanent Critique”; 
and Finlayson, “The Persistence of Normative Questions.” On Haber-
mas’s strategy for grounding normativity more generally, see Baynes, 
The Normative Grounds of Social Criticism; Benhabib, Critique, Norm, and 
Utopia; and Honneth, CP.

2. Benhabib, review of Matthew Specter, Habermas, 591.
3. This is closely related to, though not quite the same as, the question 

of whether Habermas is engaging in a form of transcendent critique—
with formal pragmatics providing the universal, context-transcendent 
normative standard for critique—or a form of immanent critique—
one that draws its normativity from the normative inheritance of the 
Enlightenment. For the former sort of reading, see Ingram, Habermas, 
chap. 1; for the latter, see Stahl, “Habermas and the Project of Immanent 
Critique”; and Finlayson, “The Persistence of Normative Questions.” 

4. McCormick, Weber, Habermas, and the Transformations of the European 
State, 52. McCormick argues that Habermas continues to operate with 
an implicit philosophy of history, and a deficient one at that. While I 
agree with much of McCormick’s critique of Habermas’s conception of 
history, especially his worries about its potentially ideological character 
and its closed conception of the future, I think that McCormick takes 
some of Habermas’s rejections of the philosophy of history too much at 
face value and thus doesn’t appreciate the extent to which he relies on a 
reformulated—postmetaphysical, deflationary, empirical—philosophy 
of history. See ibid., 52–56.
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5. See, for example, McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas, 
chap. 3; Owen, Between Reason and History; and Iser, Empörung und 
Fortschritt. 

6. See Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities” and “Multiple Modernities in an 
Age of Globalization.”

7. See, for example, Dussel, “Eurocentrism and Modernity”; Hesse, “Racial-
ized Modernity”; Said, Culture and Imperialism, 278; Spivak, In Other 
Worlds, 173 and 275; and Tully, “On Law, Democracy, and Imperialism.”

8. See, for example, Baynes, The Normative Grounds of Social Criticism.
9. Specter, Habermas, 182. Quoting Habermas, “Concluding Remarks,” 

469.
10. See Azmanova, The Scandal of Reason, chap. 2; and Fraser in RR2.
11. For a portrait of Habermas as a radical reformist, see Specter, Haber-

mas, 116.
12. Scheuerman, “Between Radicalism and Resignation.” For a defense of 

Habermas against these charges, see Specter, Habermas.
13. See BFN for a full articulation of this position.
14. His response begins: “I’ll have to get over the shock to answer such a 

question. . . . As I understand you, you are saying, Let’s try to be early 
socialists, political socialists, utopian socialists, and then say what we 
think the design should be.” Habermas, “Concluding Remarks,” 469. 

15. See, for example, Marx and Engels, “Manifesto of the Communist 
Party,” section 3.3.

16. For a compelling discussion of this aspect of Habermas’s work that is 
critical of Habermas’s later work for straying too far from the method-
ology of STPS, see McCormick, Weber, Habermas, and the Transforma-
tions of the European State.

17. On the centrality of the reconstruction of historical materialism for 
Habermas’s intellectual project, see Specter, Habermas, 121ff. 

18. Note that this is distinct from the project of rational reconstruction, 
which involves the quasi-transcendental reconstruction of species com-
petences and of the developmental sequence that leads to their achieve-
ment. The project of rational reconstruction is very closely tied to 
Habermas’s theory of social evolution, which will be discussed in much 
greater detail below; indeed, the theory of social evolution is perhaps 
best understood as an instance of rational reconstruction applied to the 
question of sociocultural development. On this point, see McCarthy, 
The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas, 264.

19. For a contrary view, which takes Habermas’s understanding of history 
after STPS to be more Weberian than Marxist, see McCormick, Weber, 
Habermas, and the Transformations of the European State.

20. In this sense, Marx’s philosophy of history could be understood as 
closer to Kant’s philosophy of history than to Hegel’s, and the same 
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could be said of Habermas’s own empirical philosophy of history with 
practical intent. As I see it, the fact that Habermas’s philosophy of his-
tory is closer to Kant than to Hegel is compatible with the claim that 
his strategy for grounding normativity is closer to Hegel than to Kant. 
The reasons for this will become clear later on, as I discuss Habermas’s 
critique of Marx’s philosophy of history. I am grateful to Max Pensky for 
pushing me to clarify this point.

21. Interestingly, although Habermas notes the rootedness of the idea of 
universal history in European colonialism and imperialism, he does 
not see this as a reason for calling Marx’s philosophy of history into 
question. As I discussed in the previous chapter, precisely this point has 
been central to the postcolonial critique of Marxist thought. 

22. To be sure, the idea that the capacity to make history is a product of 
the European Enlightenment is itself problematic from the postcolonial 
point of view insofar as it implicitly positions all pre- or nonmodern 
peoples as “people without history.”  On this point, see Wolf, Europe and 
the People Without History.

23. Indeed, at this point, Habermas defends the strong claim that moral-
practical development is the “pacemaker” of social evolution. CES, 120; 
see also TCA2, 174–180. 

24. On the importance of this move for understanding Habermas’s theory 
of social evolution, see Owen, Between Reason and History; and Zurn, 
“Jürgen Habermas,” 209–210. For a critique of this move, see Bernstein, 
Recovering Ethical Life, 159–196.

25. Drawing on Marx’s notebooks and the French edition of volume 1 of 
Capital, Kevin Anderson argues that Marx’s late work actually offers a 
multilinear rather than a unilinear conception of history. See Anderson, 
Marx at the Margins.

26. In that sense I agree with Finlayson that “according to the original pro-
gramme of Discourse Ethics a normative moral theory falls out of a 
pragmatic theory of the meaning of utterances.” Finlayson, “Modernity 
and Morality,” 320. 

27. Schnädelbach, “The Transformation of Critical Theory,” 16. Schnädel-
bach argues that Habermas fails to establish this link and therefore fails 
in his attempt to provide normative grounds for critical theory.

28. For a similar claim with respect to his reconstructive sociology of demo-
cratic law, see BFN, 287–288. 

29. Stahl, “Habermas and the Project of Immanent Critique,” 538. 
30. For helpful discussion of this point with respect to Hegel’s philosophy 

of history, see Beiser, Hegel, 264ff. McCarthy notes that Habermas’s 
universalism is “Hegelian rather than Kantian in form, empirical rather 
than transcendental or ontological in intention.” TCA1, 403n7.

31. McCarthy, Ideals and Illusions, 145. 
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32. See, for example, CES, xvii. 
33. I leave aside here the important but also complicated issue of what 

Habermas says about aesthetic or therapeutic discourses as spaces for 
adjudicating expressive claims. For illuminating discussion of Haber-
mas’s treatment of aesthetic discourse, see Bernstein, Recovering Ethical 
Life; and Kompridis, Critique and Disclosure. Habermas defines discourse 
as a situation in which “the meaning of the problematic validity claim 
conceptually forces participants to suppose that a rationally motivated 
agreement could in principle be achieved, whereby the phrase ‘in prin-
ciple’ expresses the idealizing proviso: if only the argumentation could 
be conducted openly enough and continued long enough” (TCA1, 42). 

34. These debates were sparked in large part by the publication of Peter 
Winch’s controversial The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Phi-
losophy. For an overview of the main positions in the debate, see Wil-
son, Rationality. 

35. For an overlapping but slightly different list of criteria for the rational-
ity of a lifeworld or cultural tradition, see TCA1, 71–72. 

36. Note that this is a further development of the idea, discussed above, 
that Marx’s account of social evolution needed to be expanded to 
encompass not only development of the forces of production but also 
moral-practical development. “The rationalization of the lifeworld” is 
the term that Habermas uses to characterize moral-practical develop-
ment in his mature work. 

37. Bhambra, “Historical Sociology, Modernity, and Postcolonial Critique,” 
656. 

38. Finlayson, “The Persistence of Normative Questions.” 
39. For a more recent reformulation of U, see IO, 42. 
40. Finlayson is also worried about Habermas’s inability to successfully 

derive (U) from (D); see Finlayson, “The Persistence of Normative Ques-
tions,” 523–524. The question of the precise relationship between (U) 
and (D) is complicated and the discussions on this point are rather tech-
nical; since my main concern is not the internal coherence of discourse 
ethics but rather the relationship between discourse ethics as a program 
of normative justification and Habermas’s theory of modernity, I shall 
sidestep these questions here. But for helpful discussion, see Baynes, 
“Democracy and the Rechtstaat”; Finlayson, “The Persistence of Norma-
tive Questions”; Finlayson, “Modernity and Morality”; and Lafont, The 
Linguistic Turn in Hermeneutic Philosophy, chap. 7. 

41. Finlayson, “The Persistence of Normative Questions,” 525. 
42. I will return to this issue in chapter 4 in my discussion of Rainer Forst’s 

work. 
43. Finlayson, “The Persistence of Normative Questions,” 523. 
44. Finlayson, “Modernity and Morality,” 319.
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45. On this point, see also Benhabib, Situating the Self, 68–88; and Rehg, 
Insight and Solidarity, 65ff. 

46. This leaves open the possibility that the two elements of Habermas’s 
theory, his discourse ethics and his theory of modernity, provide justi-
ficatory support for each other, in a coherentist fashion. I consider this 
possibility in further detail below. 

47. I discuss this aspect of Habermas’s defense of discourse ethics in Allen, 
“Discourse, Power, and Subjectivation.” 

48. On this point, see also Stahl, “Habermas and the Project of Immanent 
Critique.” 

49. Finlayson, “Modernity and Morality,” 321, 337. 
50. Ibid., 335. 
51. I discuss the issue of contextualism in relation to the tension between 

facticity and validity in more detail in Allen, “The Unforced Force of the 
Better Argument.” 

52. I discuss the issue of contextualism in relation to Habermas’s recent 
work on religion in more detail in Allen, “Having One’s Cake and Eating 
It, Too.” 

53. For a representative sample, see Passerin d’Entreves and Benhabib, 
Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity.

54. Dussel, “Eurocentrism and Modernity,” 65.
55. Ibid., 74. See also Habermas, PDM, 23–44.
56. Note that in his later reflections on discourse ethics, Habermas retreats 

a bit and admits that while (U) might be thought to have smuggled in 
some ethnocentric assumptions, “it would be difficult to dispute the 
neutrality of the discourse principle (D)” since “the practice of delib-
eration and justification we call ‘argumentation’ is to be found in all 
cultures and societies (if not in institutionalized form, then at least as 
an informal practice) and that there is no functionally equivalent alter-
native to this mode of problem solving” (IO, 43).

57. See note 6. 
58. For a related attempt to distinguish modernization from Westerniza-

tion, see Heath, “Liberalization, modernization, westernization.” 
59. On this point, see also Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of 

Capital, chap. 5. 
60. See Amin, Eurocentrism, 71–86.
61. Ibid., 89. 
62. Ibid., 185.
63. Bhambra, “Historical Sociology, Modernity, and Postcolonial Critique,” 

655. 
64. Ibid. 
65. For discussion of this aspect of Habermas’s recent work, see Calhoun, 

Mendieta, and VanAntwerpen, Habermas and Religion. 
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66. Though Habermas now suggests that his earlier understanding of social 
evolution is too narrow (EFK, 25n51). 

67. For an analogous point about the insuperable cognitive obstacles placed 
on the “well-intentioned hegemon” who attempts to bypass actual prac-
tical discourses and to substitute hegemonic liberalism for the constitu-
tionalization of international law, see DW, 184–185. 

68. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 238.
69. Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity, 33–34. 
70. Ibid., 36.
71. Ibid.
72. Mahmood, Politics of Piety, 197–198.
73. Ibid., 199. 
74. See Finlayson, “Modernity and Morality.”
75. Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity, xix. 

.  the ineliminability of progress?  
honneth’s hegelian contextualism

1. For related reasons, Honneth also questions certain features of Haber-
mas’s theory of social evolution and of modernity, specifically, that 
theory’s tendency to press its critical diagnosis of the times “into the 
narrow scheme of a theory of rationality” (SDD, 74). However, one 
shouldn’t mis- or overinterpret Honneth’s critique here. His point is 
not that Habermas is mistaken for leaning on a progressive, develop-
mentalist reading of history, but merely that Habermas’s account fails 
to appreciate the important role that social groups struggling for rec-
ognition play in social learning processes (see SDD, 77, and CP, 284). In 
effect, Honneth seems to understand Habermas’s view of social evolu-
tion as too close to the kind of objective teleology that he associates 
with Hegel’s philosophy of history—an objective teleology that Haber-
mas claims to reject in his reconstruction of Marx’s historical material-
ism in the 1970s. 

2. Zurn, “Anthropology and Normativity,” 119. 
3. Ibid., 120–122.
4. For Honneth’s critique of constructivism, see FR, 1–14.
5. Zurn, Axel Honneth, 226n16. 
6. In this chapter, I will use the terms “ineliminable” and “ineliminability” 

because I think that they are better translations of Honneth’s “unhin-
tergebar” and “unhintergebarkeit,” which his translator renders as 
“irreducible” and “irreduciblility” (see IP). 

7. I am grateful to Jörg Schaub for pushing me to articulate the difference 
between these two kinds of necessity claims more clearly. 
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8. For a judicious formulation of this point, see Zurn, Axel Honneth, 192–194. 
9. Kant, “Idea for a Universal History”; and Kant, Critique of the Power of 

Judgment, section 83.
10. Kant, “Idea for a Universal History,” 424. 
11. See, especially, Kant’s “On the Common Saying: ‘This May Be True in 

Theory but It Does Not Apply in Practice,’ ” and “Perpetual Peace.” For 
insightful discussion and limited defense of Kant’s views, see Kleingeld, 
“Kant, History, and the Idea of Moral Development.” 

12. See Kant, “The Contest of the Faculties” and “What Is Enlightenment?” 
For a compelling alternative account of Kant’s philosophy of history 
in “The Contest of the Faculties,” see Pensky, “Contributions Toward a 
Theory of Storms,” 159–165. 

13. For a contrary view, see Kleingeld, “Kant, History, and the Idea of Moral 
Development.”

14. This is a debatable assumption as far as Hegel interpretation goes, but 
I will not explore this issue here, since whether or not Honneth has got 
Hegel right on this score does not affect my critique of his position. For 
a helpful overview of the issues, see Dudley, Hegel and History. 

15. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?,” 462. 
16. See CES, 119–120. For my discussion of this point in Habermas, see  

page 46.
17. See Kant, “Idea for a Universal History,” second thesis. 
18. See, for example, Brown, Edgework; Edelman, No Future; Eng, The Feel-

ing of Kinship; and Warner, The Trouble with Normal. Thanks to Mari Ruti 
for suggesting that I clarify this point. 

19. See, for example, Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics; and Williams, In the 
Beginning Was the Deed. 

20. Compare Habermas’s related critique of utopian socialism, discussed in 
chapter 2. 

21. But note that, as I argued in chapter 2, there is a distinctively Hege-
lian sense of “universal” at play in Habermas’s work, inasmuch as the 
competence that is being reconstructed is attained only by certain indi-
viduals, namely, postconventional members of posttraditional societ-
ies. Taking this point into account, one might say that the difference 
between Habermasian rational reconstruction and Honneth’s norma-
tive reconstruction is that the latter is more explicitly and avowedly 
historically indexed than the former. Hence it is a difference not in kind 
but in degree. For a different perspective on these two methods, see 
Gaus, “Rational Reconstruction as a Method.”

22. Moreover, Honneth endorses a strong ontological version of this the-
sis, as opposed to a weaker version that merely asserts that our under-
standings of autonomy and freedom remain incomplete and unfulfilled 
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so long as we do not also pay attention to the social resources that are 
needed to realize them.

23. Thanks to Jörg Schaub for this point. 
24. For criticisms of Honneth’s rather optimistic reading of the historical 

trajectory of marriage and the family, see McNay, “Social Freedom in 
the Family”; and Zurn, Axel Honneth, 193 and 225n14. 

25. See Duggan, “The New Homonormativity.”
26. Honneth could attempt to avoid this criticism by restricting the scope 

of his claims about progress to European societies alone; I will discuss 
the problems with this potential response below.

27. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages, xvi.
28. Ibid., 5.
29. Puar’s critique thus echoes the feminist critique of the kind of gender 

exceptionalism that was used, for example, by the Bush administration 
to justify the war in Afghanistan as necessary for saving women from 
the Taliban. For a recent critical discussion of such deployments of gen-
der exceptionalism, see Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? 

30. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages, 9. 
31. Ibid., 38–39. Cf. Duggan, “The New Homonormativity”; on the relation-

ship between homonormativity and “reproductive futurity,” see Edel-
man, No Future. 

32. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages, 20. 
33. Ibid., 95. 
34. Ibid., 78.
35. For further discussion, see below, 116–117.
36. Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, 22.
37. I’m grateful to Mari Ruti for this point. For an insightful critique of 

strong and weak readings of this version of Honneth’s transcendental 
argument, see Schaub, “Misdevelopments, Pathologies, and Normative 
Revolutions.” 

38. See Butler, Psychic Life of Power. Thanks to Eva von Redecker for sug-
gesting the connection to Butler here. 

39. For Honneth’s discussion and critique of Foucault’s conception of 
power, see Honneth, CP. 

40. Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, 6. 
41. See Geuss, The Idea of a Critical Theory. Thanks to Jörg Schaub for 

reminding me of this connection. 
42. On this view, Foucault can offer only empirical but never normative 

insights, and to think that Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power is 
relevant for our normative conception of autonomy is to succumb to 
a normative confusion. For the classic statement of this position, see 
Fraser, “Foucault on Modern Power.” 



3. The Ineliminability of Progress? 245

43. I discuss this issue in relation to Habermas’s work in Allen, “The 
Unforced Force of the Better Argument.” 

44. This way of putting it suggests that Honneth thinks that the two kinds 
of necessity claims that he raises on behalf of the idea of historical prog-
ress—the claim that belief in it is necessary to avoid sliding into relativ-
ism and that it is a transcendental-practical necessity for anyone doing 
critical theory—are related, in the following way: the fact that we are 
necessarily committed to viewing our own society as an intermediary 
stage in a directed process of historical development somehow justifies 
the norms that are embedded in our social world. I’m not convinced 
that Honneth does hold this view, but if he does, it seems quite obvi-
ously flawed. Even if it were the case that we were committed to the 
idea of historical progress by virtue of some other commitments that 
we hold, this does not in any way show that we are justified in making 
such a commitment. Engaging in the act of praying may well commit 
one to a belief in the existence of God, but this transcendental-practical 
argument does not show that the belief in God is itself justified. I’m 
grateful to Jörg Schaub for this point and this analogy. 

45. Although, as I argued in the previous chapter, Habermas’s position is 
probably best understood as a quasi-Hegelian coherentist one, in which 
the theory of modernity and the theory of formal pragmatics—the 
Hegelian and Kantian aspects of the theory—provide mutual support 
for each other. 

46. Hence in this paper, Honneth attempts to respond to the charge that 
his critical theory is not open to the possibility of radical, revolutionary 
social change. For a version of this criticism, see Schaub, “Misdevelop-
ments, Pathologies, and Normative Revolutions.” 

47. Thanks to Eva von Redecker for this point. 
48. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 23.
49. Ibid., 8. 
50. On this point, see Zurn, Axel Honneth, 194. 
51. On this point, see René Gabriëls, “There Must Be Some Way out of 

Here.” 
52. A third option might be for Honneth to appeal to the notion of entan-

gled modernities. This would allow him to avoid claiming that he could 
tell the story of European history without also telling the story of colo-
nialism, as it would also allow him to decenter the Eurocentric concep-
tion of modernity. On this point, see Therborn, “Entangled Moderni-
ties.” It is difficult to see how Honneth could take on board this idea, 
however, without radically changing his strategy for grounding norma-
tivity. Thanks to Eva von Redecker for this suggestion.

53. On this point, see Beiser, Hegel.
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54. See Petherbridge, The Critical Theory of Axel Honneth; and Lear, “The 
Slippery Middle.” 

55. I’m grateful to Robert Pippin and to Christopher Zurn for suggesting 
this possibility. 

56. For a related critique, see Schaub, “Misdevelopments, Pathologies, and 
Normative Revolutions.” 

.  from hegelian reconstructivism to kantian 
constructivism: forst’s theory of justification

An earlier and shorter version of this chapter was published as “The Power 
of Justification.” 

1. For an interesting critique of theories of democratic self-determination 
on the grounds that they do not necessarily get a good critical grip on 
structures of informal imperialism, see Tully, “On Law, Democracy and 
Imperialism,” 152–158. 

2. Note that since Forst grounds political norms in a constructivist 
account of the validity of moral norms, his version of constructivism 
is more Kantian than Rawlsian. Compare Rawls’s classic statement of 
constructivism, which is limited to a political conception of justice, in 
Rawls, “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory.” For Forst’s account 
of the differences between his constructivism and Rawls’s, see RJ, 111ff. 

3. In line with Habermas’s discourse ethics, Forst focuses on the validity 
of moral norms rather than their truth. For Habermas’s argument that 
normative validity is analogous to but not a species of truth, see Haber-
mas, DE. 

4. Note that Forst distinguishes his account of practical reason from 
Kant’s because he takes Kant to fail to appreciate the intersubjective 
nature of morality’s demands; see RJ, chap. 2, sec. 13. 

5. Bagnoli, “Constructivism in Metaethics.” 
6. See, for example, RJ, chap. 2, esp. sec. 19, where Forst responds to 

Charles Larmore. 
7. The qualifier “reasonably” is significant here inasmuch as it indicates 

that Forst’s view aims not at de facto rejection (or acceptance) of a 
validity claim but rather at idealized acceptability. In other words, the 
relevant metric here is not whether as a matter of fact individuals do 
reject a certain validity claim as insufficiently reciprocal or general but 
rather whether they could or would do so. See RJ, 21–22. For insight-
ful discussion of this point and an interesting attempt to push Forst’s 
theory in a more pragmatic direction, see Laden, “The Practice of Equal-
ity,” 121–123. For Forst’s reply, see JJ, 193–199. 

8. Compare Habermas’s essay “On the Pragmatic, the Ethical, and the 
Moral Employments of Practical Reason,” in JA, which offers a pro-
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grammatic sketch of the framework that Forst’s book works out in 
much greater detail. 

9. Here Forst parts company with Habermas’s position as it is articu-
lated in Between Facts and Norms, where Habermas attempts to derive 
his system of political rights from a combination of the discourse 
principle and the legal form, leaving specifically moral considerations 
aside (see Habermas, BFN, 118–131). Forst regards this strategy as 
“overly immanent to law” (RJ, 109) and argues instead for an inte-
grated, two-stage moral and political constructivism in which “moral 
justification (according to the strict criteria of reciprocity and gener-
ality)” forms “the core of every fundamental political legitimation”  
(RJ, 110). 

10. The overarching role played by moral contexts of justification is the key 
to the difference between Forst’s account and the alternative approach 
offered in Boltanski and Thévenot, On Justification. Like Forst, Boltan-
ski and Thévenot analyze society as an ensemble of practices of justi-
fication, but they refrain from positing an overarching logic of justifi-
cation that transcends the specific orders of justification, or cités, that 
they delineate. See Forst, JC, 5n7. 

11. On this point, see Bagnoli, “Constructivism in Metaethics”; and Street’s 
discussion of restricted constructivism in “Constructivism About 
Reasons.” 

12. On this point, see Laden, “The Practice of Equality.” 
13. On the distinction between philosophical and political justifications of 

normativity, see Laden, “The Justice of Justification.” I will come back 
to this issue in chapter 6. 

14. In feminist theory, the locus classicus of such discussion is Lloyd, The 
Man of Reason; in critical race and postcolonial theory, the central text is 
Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, but a more recent postcolonial feminist 
articulation can be found in Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 
chap. 1; for a recent articulation of this critique from the point of view 
of queer theory, see Huffer, Mad for Foucault. 

15. On this point, McCarthy, Race, Empire and the Idea of Human Develop-
ment, 42–68.

16. Tully, “On Law, Democracy, and Imperialism,” 148–149. 
17. I borrow this way of using the pessimistic induction strategy from Ken-

neth Walden. See Walden, “Practical Reason Not as Such.” 
18. See ibid.
19. Given its reliance on this kind of transcendental argument, Forst’s posi-

tion could be aptly characterized, following Laden’s critique of Haber-
mas, as a combination of democratic politics and transcendental philos-
ophy. See Laden, “The Justice of Justification,” 141–144. Contra Laden, 
I think that Forst is a better candidate for this label than Habermas, 
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because describing Habermas’s position in this way only makes sense if 
one plays down the role of his theory of modernity. 

20. See Allen, Forst, and Haugaard, “Power and Reason, Justice and 
Domination.” 

21. Heidegger, Being and Time, sections 12–13.
22. As I discuss in detail in The Politics of Our Selves, chap. 5. 
23. For the related claim that one cannot choose to be a practical reasoner 

for a reason, see Street, “Constructivism About Reasons.” 
24. On this point see Saar, “Power, Constitution, Discourse.”
25. I discuss this issue in more detail, in relation to Judith Butler’s theory 

of subjection, in Allen, The Politics of Our Selves, chap. 4. 
26. Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, xiv–xv. 
27. Ibid., xviii, xii. 
28. Contra Forst, JJ, 183. 
29. See Taylor, Sources of the Self, although, to be sure, Taylor does not claim 

that the modern form of identity is ideological or bound up with rela-
tions of domination. This is where the communitarian critique and my 
more Foucaultian and Adornian critique of practical reason diverge. 

30. In connection with this, it is perhaps worth noting that Forst’s central 
concept, that of justification, emerges from a specific religious tradi-
tion, namely, the Christian tradition that stretches from the writings of 
the apostle Paul and St. Augustine to Martin Luther. 

31. On this point, see Benhabib, Situating the Self; and Bernstein, Recover-
ing Ethical Life. 

32. See TP for elaboration of this idea; for insightful reconstruction of 
Forst’s critique of the distributive paradigm of justice, see Laden, “The 
Practice of Equality.” 

33. As I discussed above and also in Allen, “The Power of Justification.”
34. Hence, Forst’s definition of power is a variation on Robert Dahl’s clas-

sic definition: “A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to 
do something that B would not otherwise do.” Dahl, “The Concept of 
Power,” 203–204. Forst’s modified Dahlian account defines power as “the 
capacity of A to motivate B to think or do something that B would otherwise 
not have thought or done” (NP, 5). 

35. Allen, Forst, and Haugaard, “Power and Reason, Justice and Domina-
tion,” 12.

36. Forst’s attempt to demonstrate how the account of noumenal power can 
explain the power of “structures” confirms this suspicion. See NP, 8–12. 
However, Forst insists that the power of structures also ultimately rests 
on the “acceptance of the rules of these structures, as well as of certain 
justifications for them” (NP, 9). 

37. Saar, “Power, Constitution, Discourse,” 8. 
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38. Forst’s recent protestations to the contrary notwithstanding; see JC, 
1–6.

39. For compelling critical discussions of Rawls that foreground this issue, 
see Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics; and Freyenhagen and Schaub, 
“Hat hier jemand gesagt.” 

40. Olson, “Complexities of Political Discourse,” 97.
41. Bourdieu, Practical Reason, 136; cited in Olson, “Complexities of Political 

Discourse,” 98. 
42. Olson, “Complexities of Political Discourse,” 98. 
43. Spivak points out that even the use of the term “sati” to refer to this 

phenomena is problematic, since the term literally means “the good 
wife,” and only gets applied to the self-immolating widow by means of 
the further assumption that throwing herself on the funereal pyre is 
what the good wife would do. See Spivak, Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 
303. Henceforth cited parenthetically in the text as CPR.

44. Tully, “On Law, Democracy, and Imperialism,” 159. 
45. For an insightful analysis of how the “white women saving brown 

women from brown men” dynamics play out in some contemporary 
feminist movements, see Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving?; 
and Mahmood, “Feminism, Democracy, and Empire.” I discuss these 
issues in more detail in Allen, “Emancipation Without Utopia.” 

46. Spivak writes: “No account of Kant’s universalism can account for this 
moment,” namely, “the perspective of the ‘native informant’ ” (CPR, 35). 

47. On a related point, both Olson and Laden suggest that Forst’s theory 
focuses too much on an idealized conception of the ways that individu-
als ideally would or should interact with one another in political con-
texts, rather than on their actual practices. See Olson, “Complexities of 
Political Discourse”; and Laden, “The Practice of Equality.”

48. See Olson, “Complexities of Political Discourse,” 98.
49. See Boltanski and Thévenot, “The Sociology of Critical Capacity” and On 

Justification. 
50. Alternatively, one could take a more Humean line and argue that it may 

be possible to identify something like practical reason as such, but insist 
that whatever practical reason as such is, it is too thin and abstract a 
notion to supply the kind of normative content that Forst thinks he can 
get out of it. On this point, see Sharon Street, “Constructivism about 
Reasons.” 

51. On this point, see Hartsock, “Community/Sexuality/Gender,” 39. 
52. On this point, see Butler, “Contingent Foundations,” 39. 
53. See Linda Martín Alcoff, “The Problem of Speaking for Others.” 
54. For a compelling defense of this form of critique, see Honneth, “The 

Possibility of a Disclosing Critique of Society.” On the role of world  
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disclosure in relation to critique more generally, see Kompridis, Critique 
and Disclosure. 

55. I return to this issue in chapters 5 and 6. 
56. I argue for this way of understanding the project of critical theory in 

“The Unforced Force of the Better Argument.” Interestingly enough, 
Habermas himself comes closer to the view I am advocating—though 
not, as I argue, close enough—in his discussion of law in BFN. Forst 
explicitly distances himself from this aspect of Habermas’s thought in 
chapter 4 of RJ; see especially RJ, 113–116. 

57. Freyenhagen and Schaub, “Hat hier jemand gesagt,” 464. 
58. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 238.

.  from the dialectic of enlightenment to the 
history of madness: foucault as adorno’s  
other “other son”

1. In the speech that he gave accepting the Adorno Prize in September, 
2001, Jacques Derrida acknowledged his debt to Adorno and presented 
himself as an “heir to the Frankfurt School,” even going so far as to 
refer to Adorno as his “adoptive father” (Derrida, “Fichus,” 176 and 174). 
In this way, as Jean-Philippe Deranty argues, Derrida presents himself 
as Adorno’s “other” son, a sibling rival to the contemporary philoso-
pher more closely identified with Adorno’s legacy, Jürgen Habermas 
(Deranty, “Adorno’s Other Son”). For helpful discussions of the philo-
sophical affinities between Adorno and Foucault, see Bernstein, Recov-
ering Ethical Life, chap. 6; Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself; Dews, Log-
ics of Disintegration; Pensky, “Introduction,” in The Actuality of Adorno; 
and Wellmer, The Persistence of Modernity, 59–64. 

2. See PDM, 126–130 (on Horkheimer and Adorno), and 276–281 (on 
Foucault).

3. Derrida, Specters of Marx, 54.
4. For the claim that Adorno is operating “outside ethics,” see Geuss, Out-

side Ethics, 40–66. For the classic statement of the problem of norma-
tive confusion in Foucault, see Fraser, “Foucault on Modern Power.”

5. See Allen, The Politics of Our Selves, esp. chap. 3. 
6. Especially Bernstein, Adorno; and Freyenhagen, Adorno’s Practical 

Philosophy.
7. Any discussion of the Dialectic of Enlightenment is complicated by the 

fact that this is a coauthored text. This raises complex interpretive 
questions that I unfortunately cannot take up here. In what follows, 
I will treat Dialectic of Enlightenment as if it is representative of Ador-
no’s thinking; in so doing, I take Horkheimer and Adorno at their word 
when they say in their preface from 1969 that “no one who was not 
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involved in the writing could easily understand to what extent we both 
feel responsible for every sentence” (DE, xi). My decision to read Dialec-
tic of Enlightenment alongside Adorno’s later work in the philosophy of 
history and moral philosophy is further justified by the fact that Ador-
no’s philosophy, unlike Horkheimer’s, remained remarkably consistent 
throughout his career. Indeed, Adorno himself favorably references the 
argument of Dialectic of Enlightenment throughout his later work. 

8. On this point, see Wellmer, The Persistence of Modernity, 1–35. 
9. For helpful discussions of the positive epistemic and critical role of 

contradictions in Adorno’s work, see Bernstein, “Negative Dialectic as 
Fate”; and O’Connor, “Adorno’s Reconception of the Dialectic.” 

10. On this point, see Habermas, PDM, 106–130. Although Habermas rec-
ognizes the aporetic structure of the text, he suggests that Horkheimer 
and Adorno back into this aporia unwittingly because their attempt 
to engage in a totalizing critique of enlightenment rationality reduces 
such rationality to domination and thus leads them into a performative 
contradiction. In my view, Horkheimer and Adorno do not attempt a 
totalizing critique of enlightenment, nor are they unwittingly caught 
in this aporia; rather, their aim is to call attention to this aporia, and 
this is in service of an immanent rather than a totalizing critique of 
enlightenment rationality. I develop this point at greater length in 
Allen, “Reason, Power, and History.” For a closely related reading, see 
Rocco, “Between Modernity and Postmodernity.” 

11. But note that there are good reasons for doubting whether or not 
Habermas’s turn to communicative rationality really does constitute a 
“way out,” at least on the terms specified by the Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment. See Allen, “Reason, Power, and History.”

12. For insightful discussion of this point, see Bernstein, “Negative Dialec-
tic as Fate.” 

13. Compare Foucault’s characterization of his own critical project as an 
attempt to articulate a “rational critique of rationality” that is also a 
“contingent history of reason.” See CT/IH, 118. 

14. Despite the fact that he uses Benjamin to formulate the problem with 
the concept of progress, Adorno is skeptical of Benjamin’s notion of 
messianic time. For helpful discussion of this point, see O’Connor, 
“Adorno’s Philosophy of History,” 10–11; for a contrary, nonmessianic 
reading of Benjamin’s philosophy of history, see Pensky, “Contributions 
Toward a Theory of Storms.” 

15. O’Connor, “Adorno’s Philosophy of History,” 186.
16. Finlayson, “Adorno on the Ethical and the Ineffable.” 
17. Ibid., 6. 
18. For the critics, see esp. Habermas, PDM, 238–265. For the supporters, 

see esp. Huffer, Mad for Foucault. I offer an extended critical response 
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to Huffer’s reading in Allen, “Feminism, Foucault, and the Critique  
of Reason.”

19. For a related analysis of the connection between Foucault’s late concep-
tion of critique and his early work—in this case, his thesis on Kant’s 
anthropology and related early writings—see Allen, The Politics of Our 
Selves, chap. 2; and Rajchman, “Enlightenment Today.” 

20. On the importance of both contingency and complexity for Foucault’s 
genealogical method, see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, chap. 3. 

21. Huffer, Mad for Foucault, 199.
22. On the importance of discontinuity in Adorno, see O’Connor, “Adorno’s 

Philosophy of History.” 
23. For helpful discussion of this transformation in Foucault’s historico-

philosophical method, see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, chap. 1. 
24. On this point, see Young, White Mythologies, chap. 5. 
25. For a discussion of the links between Foucault’s approach to history and 

the political aim of his conception of critique, see ABHS, 222–223. 
26. See O’Farrell, Foucault, 35. To be sure, Foucault may well be guilty of 

killing History as Sartre understands it. See Young, White Mythologies, 
chap. 3. 

27. Here I agree with Leonard Lawlor, who is careful to distinguish unrea-
son from madness and to link freedom only with the former. But he also 
suggests that freedom in the History of Madness means being unreason-
able, whereas I draw the connection to freedom differently. See Lawlor, 
“Violence and Animality.” 

28. Thanks to Lynne Huffer for helpful discussion of this point. 
29. Derrida, “Cogito and the History of Madness,” 43. Henceforth cited par-

enthetically in the text as CHM.
30. See also PT, 137–139. 
31. See, for example, CT/IH, 126. 
32. Note that here Foucault distinguishes this approach explicitly from 

Habermas’s rival approach, which focuses on “an investigation into the 
legitimacy of historical modes of knowing” (PT, 58). 

33. On Foucault’s relationship to utopian thinking, see Kelly, “Against 
Prophecy and Utopia”; and Allen, “Emancipation Without Utopia.” 

34. For a compelling defense of Adorno’s negativism, see Freyenhagen, 
Adorno’s Practical Philosophy.

35. See Wellmer, The Persistence of Modernity, 63. 
36. I am deeply indebted to Nikolas Kompridis for my thinking here about 

the critical-utopian task of critical theory. See Kompridis, “Re-Envi-
sioning Critical Theory” and, more generally, Critique and Disclosure. I 
reply to Kompridis’s critique of my earlier work in Allen, “Normativity, 
Power, and Gender.” 
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37. On this point, see, for example, Hohendahl, “Progress Revisited,” 246; 
and Vázquez-Arroyo, “Universal History Disavowed,” 458. 

38. See also Adorno, “The Actuality of Philosophy,” for an earlier version of 
this critique.

39. On this point, see Geuss, Outside Ethics, 153–160.
40. Again, see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, chap. 3. 
41. Ibid., chap. 2. See also Williams, Truth and Truthfulness.
42. Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, 20.
43. See Geuss, Outside Ethics, 158. 
44. Nietzsche’s work can be taken as a paradigm case of subversive geneal-

ogy; on this point, see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, 73–83.
45. Koopman takes Williams’s genealogies to be exemplary of the vindica-

tory approach; see ibid., 65–73. Elsewhere, I argue that Habermas’s use 
of genealogy in his recent work is in the end a vindicatory one, and that 
this shows how far apart his use of this term is from Foucault’s. See 
Allen, “Having One’s Cake and Eating It, Too.”

46. Note that implicit in these two quotations are two distinct but related 
senses of “problematization”: the verbal sense, where the aim of gene-
alogical critique is to problematize something, to put it into question, 
or to render it problematic, and the nominal sense, where a problema-
tization is the object of genealogical inquiry. My focus here is on the 
former but both are crucial for understanding Foucault’s use of the 
term. For helpful discussion, see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, 
98–103. 

47. The genealogical element in Adorno should not be too surprising, given 
the heavy influence of Nietzsche on his work. For insightful discussions 
of Adorno’s relation to Nietzsche, particularly with respect to method, 
see Rose, The Melancholy Science, chap. 2; and Menke, “Genealogy and 
Critique.” 

48. Bernstein, Adorno, 238–239. 
49. See also MM, 151. Pensky notes the affinity between Adorno and Fou-

cault on this point in The Ends of Solidarity, 34.
50. On this point, see Bernstein, “Negative Dialectic as Fate,” 38. Here I part 

company with O’Connor, who presents negative dialectics as offering 
a transcendental account of the necessary and universal structures of 
experience. See O’Connor, Adorno’s Negative Dialectic. 

51. Saar, “Genealogy and Subjectivity,” 236.
52. Lydia Goehr emphasizes the importance of exaggeration for Adorno’s 

style; see Goehr, “Reviewing Adorno,” xxiii–xxvi. 
53. Saar, “Genealogy and Subjectivity,” 239. For a related analysis of the 

Dialectic of Enlightenment as a form of critical world disclosure, see Hon-
neth, PDCS. 
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54. For a related argument with respect to Adorno, see Freyenhagen,  
Adorno’s Practical Philosophy, 82–83. 

55. On this point, see also Saar, “Genealogy and Subjectivity,” 233.
56. On this point, I part company with Koopman’s and Geuss’s readings of 

critique as problematization in Foucault. For details of my disagreement 
with Koopman, see Allen, “The Normative and the Transcendental.” 

57. Fabian Freyenhagen gives a compelling account of this under the head-
ing of “living less wrongly.” See Freyenhagen, Adorno’s Practical Philoso-
phy, 133–186.

58. For a discussion of modesty as one of the three virtues implicit in Ador-
no’s ethics of resistance, see Finlayson, “Adorno on the Ethical and the 
Ineffable,” 6–8. For a related account, though one that refrains from 
endorsing the term “virtue,” see Freyenhagen, Adorno’s Practical Philoso-
phy, 175. 

59. For insightful discussion of this point, see Saar, “Genealogy and 
Subjectivity.” 

60. For an argument to this effect, see Saar, Genealogie als Kritik. 
61. Consider Adorno’s sharp criticism of the very idea of transcendent cri-

tique: “Transcendent critique sympathizes with authority in its very 
form, even before expressing any content. . . . Anyone who judges some-
thing that has been articulated and elaborated—art or philosophy—by 
presuppositions that do not hold within it is behaving in a reactionary 
manner, even when he swears by progressive slogans” (H, 146; cf. PMP, 
174–175). However, as Robyn Marasco argues, Adorno was also quite 
cognizant of the pitfalls of immanent critique, even as he hesitantly 
embraced this “more essentially dialectical” form. See Marasco, The 
Highway of Despair, 97; cf. Adorno, CCS, 31–34.

62. I suspect that Foucault would be much more skeptical than Adorno is 
about the possibility of progress in the future. For myself, I am won 
over by Adorno’s argument that to conclude that progress in the future 
is impossible simply because it has not occurred up to now is to make 
a false inference. If x is actual, then it follows that x is possible; but 
from the fact that x is not actual, it does not follow that x is impossible. 
This is, of course, not to settle the extremely thorny question of how we 
could possibly determine what would count as historical progress in the 
future. I will attempt to address that metanormative question in the 
next chapter. 

63. An admittedly partial list of other important works of postcolonial the-
ory and studies that have been heavily though not uncritically influenced 
by Foucault would include Bhaba, The Location of Culture; Chakrabarty, 
Provincializing Europe; Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments and The 
Politics of the Governed; Mahmood, Politics of Piety; Mignolo, The Darker 
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Side of Western Modernity; Scott, Refashioning Futures; and Young, White 
Mythologies and Postcolonialism. 

64. See Young, “Foucault on Race and Colonialism.”
65. Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire, 1.
66. For a helpful overview, see Nichols, “Postcolonial Studies and the Dis-

course of Foucault.” 
67. Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire, 5.
68. Young, “Foucault on Race and Colonialism,” 57.
69. Hammer, Adorno and the Political, 5.
70. Gibson and Rubin, “Introduction,” 14.
71. See, for example, Gilroy, Postcolonial Melancholia; Goswami, “The (M)

other of All Posts”; Patke, “Adorno and the Postcolonial”; Spencer, 
“Thoughts from Abroad”; Varadharajan, Exotic Parodies; Vázquez-
Arroyo, “Universal History Disavowed.” 

72. Goswami, “The (M)other of All Posts,” 105–106. 
73. Ibid., 108. 
74. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 6. 
75. See, for example, Spivak, CPR, 309. 
76. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 94. 
77. See especially Mignolo, “Delinking.” 
78. Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity, 36. 

. conclusion: “truth,” reason, and history

1. On a related note, see Alcoff, Real Knowing, 205. 
2. Bernstein, Adorno, 238. For a related argument, see Schweppenhäuser, 

“Adorno’s Negative Moral Philosophy.” 
3. Menke, “Genealogy and Critique,” 321–322.
4. Paradoxically, or at least counterintuitively, this might include being 

willing to question even the commitment to freedom itself, at least 
where this is understood as freedom as autonomy. I take it that some-
thing like this is the motivation behind Mahmood’s Politics of Piety. For 
interesting critical discussion, see Weir, Identities and Freedom, chap. 5. 

5. Jameson, The Political Unconscious, 9. For a related discussion, see 
Young, White Mythologies, chap. 6.

6. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 111. 
7. Critical theory also needs a different conception of genealogy than the 

basically vindicatory conception endorsed by Habermas; on this point, 
see Allen, “Having One’s Cake and Eating It, Too.” 

8. On this point, see Allen, “The Unforced Force of the Better Argument.”
9. Menke, “Genealogy and Critique,” 302. Henceforth cited parenthetically 

in the text as GC. 
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10. Mignolo, “Delinking,” 485.
11. Again, on the importance of both contingency and complexity as 

aspects of genealogical critique, see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique. 
12. Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity, 36. 
13. Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, 103. 
14. There are some subtle differences between their views, which I will 

discuss briefly below. But, for my purposes, these differences are less 
important than their shared commitment to a nonrelativistic, nonskep-
tical contextualism about epistemic justification. 

15. Williams, Unnatural Doubts. 
16. Ibid., 119. 
17. Ibid., 113. 
18. Alcoff, Real Knowing, 205. Henceforth cited parenthetically in the text 

as RK. 
19. Another place where Alcoff and Williams differ is on the question of 

truth. Alcoff attempts to offer a coherentist account of truth that pro-
vides an alternative to metaphysical realism and Williams gives a more 
deflationary account of truth as semantic but sees his contextualism 
as compatible with metaphysical realism. But this isn’t relevant for my 
purposes because I follow Habermas in thinking that when it comes to 
the normative domain what we aim for is not truth but rather norma-
tive validity or justification. See Habermas, DE. 

20. For a related attempt to develop a metanormative contextualist posi-
tion while avoiding relativism, but one that draws on a Wittgenstei-
nian-pragmatist reading of Rawls, see Laden, “The Justice of Justifica-
tion” and “Constructivism as Rhetoric.” 

21. See Butler, “Contingent Foundations.” The approach described here 
could also be understood as a version of what Nancy Fraser and Linda 
Nicholson once called “Social Criticism Without Philosophy.” 

22. On the need to resist epistemic authoritarianism, see also Cooke,  
Re-Presenting the Good Society. 

23. On the compatibility of contingency and universality in normativity, 
see Koopman, Genealogy as Critique, chap. 7. 

24. On this point, see the excellent discussion in Freyenhagen, Adorno’s 
Practical Philosophy, 136–141. 

25. Compare Freyenhagen, who claims that Adorno’s negativism is objec-
tive. See ibid., 197ff. 

26. See Boltanski and Thévenot, On Justification. 
27. Here my view comes very close to Laden’s radical Wittgensteinian read-

ing of Rawls. See Laden, “Constructivism as Rhetoric.” 
28. Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity, 36.
29. On this point, see Bernstein, “Negative Dialectic as Fate,” 40. 
30. Laden, Reasoning. Henceforth cited parenthetically in the text as RASP. 
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31. Laden, “The Practice of Equality,” 124. 
32. For a related account, see Zerilli, “Toward a Feminist Theory of 

Judgment.” 
33. In this way, I think that Laden’s social picture of reason fits together 

quite well with Boltanski and Thévenot’s sociology of critique, inas-
much as both views envision the possibility of critique across spaces of 
reasons or orders of justification without appealing to some overarch-
ing conception of reason or justification as such that unifies all of these 
spaces or orders or assembles them into a hierarchy. See Boltanski and 
Thévenot, On Justification; and my discussion of their work above and 
in chapter 4. 

34. I also think, though I don’t have the space to go into it here, that it 
does so in a way that is preferable to the Heideggerian approach that 
Chakrabarty himself sketches out in Provincializing Europe, 249–255.

35. Thanks to Kevin Olson for pressing this point. 
36. Thanks to both Dick Bernstein and Kevin Olson for pressing this point. 
37. For a recent and forceful version of this criticism, see Chibber, Postcolo-

nial Theory and the Specter of Capital. 
38. A particularly influential version of this critique of postmodernism in 

critical theory is Habermas (PDM). 
39. This suggests a way of responding to the reverse Orientalism charge; 

see, for example, Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital, 
288–290. 
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