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1.

AESTHETICS

W
hat is the place and the role of aesthetics in Habermas’s concept of communicative

reason? Should reason be open to aesthetics? What is the relationship between

aesthetics and the public sphere? Between art and society? This entry answers these

questions by, first, briefly examining the issue of Critical Theory and aesthetics, then recon-

structing Habermas’s intellectual development (with its aesthetical implications), and finally,

developing some critical remarks on Habermas’s rational-discursive view of language and its

implications for aesthetics.

Whereas aesthetics plays an important role among the thinkers of the first generation of

Critical Theory (Max Horkheimer, and especially Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Walter

Benjamin, and Leo Löwenthal), this is not the case with Habermas. The first generation takes

the interaction between the rational and sensuous aspects of humankind seriously and uses

aesthetic-informed arguments quite centrally in their sociophilosophical thinking. Adorno, for

example, argues in his aesthetic-informed philosophy for the possibility of a nonalienated

relationship between humans and nature, subject and object, reason and the senses.

Habermas, though, has a different approach to aesthetics. His position can be clarified with

the help of a distinction made by Axel Honneth (1987, 348), between the inner and outer circles

of the first generation.

The inner circle (consisting of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse) became increasingly

skeptical about the possibilities of a rational understanding of society. They described the

infiltration of instrumental reason in the lifeworld with the concepts of societal degeneration

and the culture industry. Horkheimer and Adorno thus described everyday conceptual and

symbolical thinking as instrumental reason. As a critical alternative, only certain modern art-

works represent, for Adorno, the last remnants of “reason” in a world of identity thinking,

where “aesthetic synthesis,” as opposed to conceptual thinking, does not violate the particular

and nonidentical, but exposes the irrational character of reality by a proposal of social reconci-

liation of another world (Wellmer 1986, 48–49). The outer circle (consisting of figures such as

Otto Kirchheimer, Franz Neumann, Eric Fromm, and Walter Benjamin) did not share such

a pessimistic understanding of instrumental rationality. In Benjamin’s aesthetics, for example,

there is a less functionalist view of social communication and rationalization. Unlike Adorno,

Benjamin does not limit the aesthetic healing of fragmented modern rationality to the modern

autonomous artwork itself, but also gives art a positive role within the public sphere.

Habermas’s differences with the inner circle of the first generation has made it possible for

Shierry Weber to remark that his “interest in the subjective or interactional components of

domination has led to a more systematic return to the original problems of the nature of reason

and its role in history, without, as yet, a similar reconsideration of the nature of the aesthetic and

its relation to reason” (Weber 1976, 80). In a rejoinder to Martin Jay, Habermas refers to his

“scattered remarks” on aesthetic modernity, their “secondary character,” and “that they arose

only in the context of other themes and always in relation to the discussions among Adorno,
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Benjamin and Marcuse” (QCQ, 199). But despite his reference to the “secondary character” of

his work on aesthetics, it is still a worthwhile task to undertake a historical and systematic

reconstruction. Before this is done, it must be said that Habermas has been honest about the

“hidden” dimension of aesthetics in his social philosophical thinking (see, for example, STPS;

PPP1, 129–64 and 165–70; QCQ; NC, 71–99; PDM, 45–50 and 185–201; and PMT, 205–28).

In the vast secondary literature on Habermas, however, contributions on aesthetics are still

small in number (see, for example, Bürger 1981, Duvenage 2003, Ingram 1991, Jay 1985,

Keulartz 1986, Kliger 2015, Kompridis 2006, and Wellmer 1986 and 1991).

Before the aesthetical implications of Habermas’s theory of communicative reason are

discussed, it is necessary to distinguish at least two phases in his career. In the first phase

(which stretches from the 1950s to the early 1970s) there is an early interest in aesthetics as

a student and a journalist. In an interview, Habermas recalled how he was part of

a generation after the Second World War that absorbed the modern movement step by

step:

the Haubrich Collection opened our eyes to expressionist painting; we read expres-

sionist poems from Trakl to Benn, and were introduced to functionalism and

Bauhaus. Sartre’s novels and O. F. Bollnow’s account of existentialism led us back

to Kafka and Rilke. The contemporary cultural scene was dominated by novels like

Thomas Mann’s Dr Faustus and Hesse’s The Glass Bead Game. Films like The Third

Man stamped the experience of an entire generation. (AS, 36)

In many ways Habermas’s early work STPS is already a kind of communicative formulation

of the role of art in society from a sociohistorical perspective. Habermas argues here that the

Enlightenment opened a space for a rational public debate on political as well as literary-aesthetic

issues (in the literary public sphere). In this process, institutions such as coffeehouses, theaters,

and newspapers served as new forums of debate contributing to the reception of literature and

artworks by various audiences. This positive sociocommunicative description of the literary-

aesthetic sphere deviated from Horkheimer and Adorno’s ideas of aesthetics and their critique

of mass culture. Despite using some of their insights, Habermas did not relinquish the con-

ceptual and normative potential of the enlightened public sphere. The very motive of the

rational public sphere also guides his work in the 1960s and early 1970s. In one of his studies,

the decline of the public sphere is sketched as a legitimation crisis being created by a winnowing

away of the cultural and aesthetic lifeworld (LC). Habermas’s essay on Benjamin’s “redemptive

aesthetics” is an interesting juncture at the end of the first phase of his aesthetics. At this point

(PPP1, 129–31) he favors a Benjaminian “materialistic aesthetics of redemption” against

Marcuse and Adorno’s “idealistic aesthetics of consciousness” – thereby providing the first

outlines of a model of communicative reason through a critique of a philosophy of conscious-

ness (PPP1, 163–64).

The second phase of Habermas’s aesthetics starts in the early 1970s and culminates in TCA,

PDM, and subsequent work (such as PMT, 205–28, one of his most developed engagements

with aesthetics). Habermas’s favorable reading of the communicative aspect of art in Benjamin’s

thinking has certain parallels with his linguistic turn that formed the core of his philosophical

work during the 1970s and culminates in TCA and PDM – the second phase of his aesthetics.

Here Habermas’s aesthetics can be discerned in terms of a theory of argumentation, a theory of

social rationalization, a theory of modernity, and certain case studies.
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With regard to a theory of argumentation, Habermas emphasizes the interaction between the

validity claims of speaking and acting subjects and their relations with an objective, intersubjec-

tive, and subjective world.Here he allows for the differentiation of themodern cultural spheres of

cognitive-scientific, moral-judicial, and expressive-aesthetic reason. It is interesting, though, that

the latter plays a much more subdued role than the other two forms of rationality – an aspect of

Habermas’s thinking (the fate of aesthetics) that will be critically revisited below.

In a second step, Habermas links the differentiated rational and cultural spheres of science,

law, and art with a theory of societal rationalization (TCA2, 398). At this point he connects the

different forms of rationality in the communicative lifeworld, on the one hand, with systems

such as the market and bureaucracy, on the other hand. This move allows him to refer to the

infiltration of system imperatives (money and power) in the fragile sphere of the communicative

everyday praxis as a particular modern pathology (the colonization of the lifeworld) (TCA2, 196).

In a third step, Habermas positions his concept of communicative aesthetics within the

“philosophical discourse of modernity” (PDM). He argues that whereas Hegel’s counter-

discourse of modern differentiation (Entzweiung) never abandons the broad project of moder-

nity, Nietzsche’s antidiscourse radically challenges the certainties of modernity from an aes-

thetic perspective. Habermas maintains that two groups of thinkers continue Nietzsche’s

(totalizing) aesthetic critique of rationality in the twentieth century: on the one hand

Heidegger, with his critique of Western metaphysics, and Derrida’s leveling of the genre

distinction between philosophy and literature, pursue an ontological or quasi-ontological

reversal of modernity with aesthetic means; on the other, Bataille and Foucault offer a more

scientific-skeptical aesthetic approach. The location of these groups of post-Nietzschean

philosophers in the philosophical discourse of modernity allows Habermas to propose his

alternative of communicative reason and aesthetics.

Habermas’s “scattered remarks” on aesthetics can be criticized on several grounds. The first

issue is the status given to the aesthetic sphere in Habermas’s theory of argumentation (Jay

1985). In Habermas’s theory of argumentation there are culture-invariable validity claims –

such as truth, normative correctness, and sincerity. Each of these claims represents an aspect of

rationality and a part of reality – the objective, the intersubjective, and the subjective world. It is

puzzling, though, that Habermas restricts the validity of art to the subjective judgment of the

author or creator. Similar to his argument on the progressive “linguistification of the sacred”

(RR, 76) it seems that aesthetics remains relevant in modern life (only) to the extent that it can

be translated or assimilated into (intersubjective) rational-discursive language.

In the second place, the restriction of the validity of art to the subjectivity of the author or the

creator (a kind of subjective production aesthetics) can be contrasted in a social-rational context

with reception aesthetics – where a more communicative understanding of the nature of

aesthetic experience is proposed. To this latter idea the concept of post-avant-garde art is also

added – a move that opens a more appropriate mediation between art and life (Bürger 1984,

Keulartz 1986). This perspective suggests a reopening of the debate between Habermas and

Adorno. On this point, Jay Bernstein (1989a) aligns himself more strongly with Adorno, while

Wellmer (1991) follows a more cautious critique of Habermas by placing the issues of instru-

mental rationality, aesthetical reconciliation, and truth in a communicative framework.

The critique of the abstract nature of Habermas’s formal-pragmatic analysis of language

action (normal vs. abnormal language use) can, thirdly, be connected with the issue of nature.

Foucault’s notion of an aesthetics of existence and Whitebook’s rehabilitation of inner and outer
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nature in psychoanalysis both emphasize that the restriction of the poetical dimensions of

language could contribute to the disappearance of the creative and natural dimension of

human beings in a formalist theory of reason, language, and action (Foucault 1983 and

Whitebook 1985).

Finally, the formalist nature of Habermas’s understanding of language and reason can be

further explored in the distinction between world-disclosing and discursive-rational uses of

language (Kompridis 1994 and Seel 1994). Although Heidegger (1993) provides too strong an

opposition between the processes of world disclosure and the practices of discursive reason-

giving in his essay “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Habermas, for his part, restricts the

transformative and subversive qualities of novel disclosures to the aesthetic edges of our self-

understanding and social practices in his theory of communicative reason. The argument is that

both Heidegger and Habermas (although on the opposite sides) retain too strong an opposition

between world disclosure and reason giving. Given this impasse between Heidegger and

Habermas, Kompridis (2006) proposes that both the decentering and centering effects of

world disclosures could be emphasized – that is, the complementarity and interdependence of

world disclosure and rationality.

In conclusion it could be said that while Habermas’s entire corpus has been in a quiet but

intense dialogue with key thinkers and artists of twentieth-century aesthetics, he has not

developed an explicit aesthetic theory. Yet, it is clear that his communicative theory of ration-

ality both presupposes the role of the aesthetic in disclosing the world and has powerful

potential to be developed into a communicative theory of the aesthetic. This potential, though,

remains to be developed.

Pieter Duvenage

see also:

Communicative Rationality

Psychoanalysis

World Disclosure

Theodor W. Adorno

Martin Heidegger
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