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Critical Theory, Public Sphere,
and Culture: Jürgen Habermas
and His Critics

Liberal theory, especially after 1 848, tends to separate care
fully the domains of culture and politics. Its notion of the au
tonomy of art is particularly indispensable for countering argu
ments that conceive the relation between culture and politics as
historically changing. One of the essential achievements of Criti
cal Theory has been to dissolve this seeming opposition and
make visible the objective link between the two. The category of
the culture industry, introduced by Adorno and Horkheimer in
1 944, contains this very insight. What it does not de al with is the
concept of the public sphere. This question was taken up by
Habermas in his Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (Structural
Transformation of the Public Sphere, 1 962 ) and has gene rally
defined the debate over mas s culture within the younger genera
tion of the Frankfurt School. Even when Habermas has been
contradicted, it is usually within the framework of his theory.
The intensive and sometimes decidedly polemic argument about
the history, present state, and future of the public sphere has
always been at the same time a discussion about the conditions
and possibilities of culture in an advanced capitalist society.
Habermas' theory of the public sphere offered a model for un
raveling the political and social element in the concept of cul
ture. Yet this assertion is still too general. The essentially politi
cal character of culture was certainly familiar to the older
Translated by Marc Silverman.
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Frankfurt School. One has only to recall Herbert Marcuse's
essay "Über den affirmativen Charakter der Kultur" (The Af
firmative Character of Culture, 1 937)1 and Benjamin's works
from the 1 930S in which the political function of cultural pro
duction was emphasized . Habermas' work presupposes these
studies. His theory of the public sphere must be understood as
an attempt to reformulate the dialectical relationship of the
sociocultural and political system (to introduce his later ter
minology). The theory of the culture industry, as it was de
veloped in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, needed historical
grounding. The difference between the classical analysis of mass
culture by Horkheimer and Adorno and the description of dis
integration in the public sphere by Habermas is not so much at
the level of subject matter and its critical evaluation as at the level
of its systematic starting point. The theory of the culture indus
try remained abstract insofar as it assumed the existence and
influence of organized cap ita lis m without demonstrating it ma
terialistically. The development of human history culminating in
monopoly capitalism and its requisite mas s culture was ex
plained as the misguided dialectic of ratio-that is, less by means
of social theory than by the principIes of intellectual or ideologi
cal history. One could even say that the advanced phase of in
strumental reason was projected back into early European his
tory. Habermas, on the other hand, strives for a sociohistorical
explanation that proceeds from the historie al constellation of the
early nineteenth century. His concern is to explain the trans
formation of cultural institutions through change in the political
system, whose development in turn is conceived through
changes in the economic system. This introduces, then, the cate
gory of the public sphere as the mediating concept which was
missing in the Dialectic of Enlightenment.
The Disintegration of the Public Sphere

For purposes of clarification, let us briefly recapitulate the
process of disintegration in the public sphere described by
Habermas. This summary will be limited to the cultural
' Herbert Marcuse, "The Affirmative Character of Culture," Negations (Bos
ton, 1 968), pp. 88-1 33.
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phenomena on which we will focus. The development can be
expressed as a transition from cultural discourse (Riisonnement)
to consumption. For the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen
turies the contents of culture, if not their form of distribution,
are clearly separate from the market. As objects of discussion in
a public sphere of responsible private citizens, they prepare the
way for human self-determination and political emancipation.
I n contrast, the production and reception of culture since the
late nineteenth century are not defined merely in formal terms
by the capitalist market: culture has beco me a commodity and is
consumed accordingly as leisure-time entertainment. Its goal is
to reproduce labor power. Late capitalist mass culture differs
from early bourgeois culture in its lack of rational discourse
among the recipients. Where this rational discourse is continued
in the mass media, it, too, takes on the character of a commodity.
Habermas considers the literary enlightenment and cultural
emancipation of the masses for the most part a failure. In
crea sed economic availability through lower book prices and
higher wages has not made classical culture more accessible; it
has merely offered the prerequisite for changed forms in which
technological innovations and an expanded book market are
employed in order to lower the level of cultural life . This applies
not only to the literary market but, to an even greater extent, to
the influence of electronic mas s media, such as radio and televi
sion. These media speak directly to the consumer, as it were,
by-passing the private sphere through which cultural reception
was once mediated: "Publicly oriented inwardness has tended to
yield to a reification of intimacy."2 An image arises of a general
and politically dangerous regression. Using the example of the
press, Habermas shows the transition from a public organ con
cerned with formulating opinion to a primarily commercial ap
paratus that must align itself for the most part to the interest of
its advertisers.
Habermas' presentation of disintegration within bourgeois
culture does not differ fundamentally from Adorno's and Hork
heimer's critique. It is no accident that Habermas refers to
2 Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürger
lichen Gesellschaft, 2d ed. (Neuwied and Berlin, 1 965), p. 1 89.
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Adorno's famous essay "Über den Fetischcharakter in der Musik
und die Regression des Hórens" (On the Fetish Character in
Music and the Regression of Hearing")3 and to the essays by
Enzensberger which were influenced by Adorno. Mass culture
in advanced capitalism is manipulated culture in which the mas
ses have beco me objects. The affirmative character of bourgeois
art has become complete : in the culture industry art serves at
every level as an apology for the status quo. Here Horkheimer
and Adorno, who were confronted with the America of the
1 940s, were analyzing not so much the impact of the state as the
power of private industry, whose commercial interests domi
nated the structure. This vehement protest against a form of
culture totally transformed into a commodity appeals by contrast
to bourgeois culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
one which was protected by autonomy even though it was acces
sible only to a minority. Faced with the choice between objec
tified and democratic culture, on the one hand and authentic
but elitist culture on the other, Horkheimer and Adorno deci
sively support the latter, since for them emancipation cannot be
expected from the realm of reification. "Even today the culture
industry dresses works of art like political slogans and forces
them upon a resistant public at reduced prices; they are as acces
sible for public enjoyment as a park."4 Critical Theory mistrusts
popularized tradition, as there is no longer a recognizable use
value but only commodity fetishism. Habermas participates in
this critique, because for him, too, culture legitimates itself as a
medium of self-understanding and self-liberation. True to his
point of departure, however, he cannot identify with the pes
simism of Horkheimer and Adorno.
Noteworthy in Habermas' attempt to reformulate the critique
of the older Frankfurt School is his effort to understand the
dialectic of the Enlightenment sociohistorically-that is, by
analyzing the contradictions in liberal capitalismo The weakest
points in his investigation are those where he uncritically accepts
Adorno's results and thereby makes himself into an advocate of
3Theodor W. Adorno, Dissonanzen, 5th ed. (G6ttingen, 1 972 ), pp. 9 -45.
4Max Horkheirner and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, transo
John Curnrning (New York, 1 972), p. 1 60.
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a cultural elitism which runs counter to his point of departure.
Where in Horkheimer and Adorno ratio as instrumental reason
comes to fruition in the alienation of advanced capitalism (the
Lukácsian heritage of Critical Theory), it perforce denounces
the tradition of the Enlightenment which is so indispensable for
Habermas. In this respect, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit must
be seen as a critical response to the Dialectic 01 Enlightenment
based on a model of the liberal public sphere, Habermas exam
ines the possibilities and limitations of political emancipation
under conditions of advanced capitalismo
Habermas has been criticized, among other things, for idealiz
ing the Enlightenment public sphere: failing to consider
adequately its specific class character, the argument goes, he
applies an abstract category of the public sphere to advanced
capitalist conditions. Recourse to the Enlightenment thus hides
the present class conflict and tries to reconstruct what has long
since been lost. The liberal camp argues in a very similar man
ner: because Habermas constructs an ahistorical model from
early bourgeois society, he misconstrues the conditions under
which public opinion must function in an industrial or postin
dustrial mass democracy. This critique contains a kernel of
truth. Habermas does indeed construct a model that has never
existed in pure formo Such an ideal model is necessary for de
scribing diachronic changes. The concept of structural disinte
gration, which constitutes the center of attention in the second
part of Habermas' investigation, logically presumes a condition
of standardized norms whose retrieval is desirable. Therefore,
Habermas' model of public sphere has a double function. It
provides a paradigm for analyzing historical change, while also
serving as a normative category for political critique. In order to
prevent a decline to a merely descriptive concept of public opin
ion, he insists on its emphatic use, although he admits the ir
reversibility of the historÍcal processes involved.
This methodological critique of Habermas' model, while in
part justified, focuses too much on peripheral weaknesses of the
analysis. Not until we have realized that the double function of
the model is for him unavoidable will fruitful critique be pos si
ble. In this context, central importance must be accorded to the
chapter on Hegel and Marx, a section usually overlooked by his
critics.

Jürgen Habermas and His Critics

The Model 01 Classical Public Sphere

In order to present the logie of the investigation, we must
outline the model of the publie sphere whieh Habermas derived
from the social and philosophical material of the eighteenth and
early nineteenth eentury. The bourgeois publie sphere, oeea
sionally referred to by Habermas as classical, eonstituted itself in
the seventeenth and eighteenth eenturies as a sphere (sui genero)
situated between the absolutistie state and bourgeois society
that is, the world of social labor and commodity trade. It consists
of deliberating (riisonierende) private persons who eritically ne
gate political norms of the state and its monopoly on interpreta
tion. The objeet of discourse is, on the one hand, questions of
literature and art and, on the other, the theory and praetice of
absolutistic domination. Publie opinion institutionalizes itself;
its goal is to replaee arbitrary seeret polities with a form of
domination that is legitimated by mean s of rational eonsensus
among partieipating citizens. This model of the publie sphere
reeognizes neither social differenees nor privileges. Equality of
the members and general aeeessibility are assumed, even if they
eannot be realized in specifie situations. The revolutionary po
tential of the model resides in the faet that it makes possible,
even demands, its applieation to all social groups. The publie
sphere sees itself clearly distinguished both from the state and
from the private domain. Whereas separation from the state is
immediately understandable and is diseerned early through the
genesis of the publie sphere (publie opinion as the means of
eontrolling government), separation of the publie sphere and
society remains latent and reveals itself only at that point where
it becomes problematic through changes in the economic and
social system. "The sociological premise is," according to a for
mulation of Wolfgang jager, "the existence of a society of small
commodity producers, for only then is there a guarantee that all
commodities . . . are exchanged at a value measured by the
amount of work."5 Active participation in the public sphere is
based on property; the independent funetioning of free eompe-

5Wolfgang Jager, Offentlichkeit und Parlamentarismus. Eine Kritik an Jürgen
Habermas (Stuttgart, 1 973), p. 1 4 ·
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tition, together with its balance of supply and demand, is always
assumed as the natural order.
Here, then, are the points at which, according to Habermas,
crises may arise. As soon as the development of capitalism causes
economic contradictions to be reflected as social problems, diffi
culties arise for the classical model of the public sphere. The
bourgeoisie, which has employed it as an instrument of political
change (emancipation) , now shows an inclination to adapt the
public sphere to the changed circumstances, so that the con
tradiction between its own particular interests and the interests
of the general society are disguised. Structural disintegration of
the classic public sphere begins when the dividing line between
the public sphere and the private domain (production and con
sumption) starts to waver. As soon as social conflicts of a devel
oped c1ass society are reflected as demands in the public realm,
discourse loses its character of a discussion free of domination.
"Laws which obviously have come about under the 'pressure
of the street' can scarcely be understood as arising from the
consensus of private individuals engaged in public discussion.
They correspond in a more or less concealed manner to the
compromise of conflicting private interests. "6 According to lib
eral theory, the market should regulate itself without the need
for state intervention. There was no provision in this theory for
social antagonisms arising from the capitalist mode of produc
tion which open the door to state intervention. "Interven
tionalism originates in the translation into politics of conflicts of
interest which cannot be resolved within the private sphere it
self."7 Thus state and society penetrate each other increasingly
and thereby destroy the basis of the liberal public sphere. This
erosion of the classical public sphere begins, according to
Habermas, after 1 870, when liberal competitive capitalism gives
way to the organized capitalism of cartels and trusts. Because, on
the one hand, the state intervenes in the social system to resolve
social conflicts and, on the other, various interest groups assert
their demands in the public sphere, the classical function of
6Jürgen Habermas, "The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article ( 1 964),"
New German Critique, no. 3 (Fall, 1 974), p. 54.
7 Strukturwandel, p. 1 58.
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publie opinion as the advocate of general interest is increasingly
undermined. The persistence of a historical institution like Par
liament can only disguise the fact that the structure of the public
sphere has changed. As Habermas summarizes his critique : The
structure represents no more than a sounding-board used to
acclaim decisions that are no longer prepared by publie dis
course.
Habermas' disintegration thesis is not, as is sometimes as
sumed, an appendix to his theory, one that can be disregarded
when the fundamental validity of the theory's truth is thrown into
question. Its point of departure and the interest in positing a
publie sphere itself is precisely the problema tic of political
domination in advanced capitalism-that is, the depoliticization
of the public, its manipulation by state administration and indus
trial public relations. Habermas' choiee of the bourgeois publie
sphere as his frame of reference can be explained by the fact
that the alternative pro po sed by Marx has not prevailed in the
Western industrial nations. (Whether and to what extent it has
materialized in the socialist countries after the October Revolu
tion is never discussed by Habermas. ) If the constitution of the
liberal public sphere is connected to private property (the prop
erty holder as discoursing citizen) , then the socialist publie
sphere must take as its starting point the socialization of the
means of production. Continued political domination by one
class in bourgeois society will dissolve, and the previously private
world of production from which social conflicts arose will be
subjected to public control. "The publie sphere," as Habermas
defines the changed relationship, "no longer mediates between
a society of private property holders and the state, but rather
the autonomous public as private people secures itself a sphere
of personal freedom and tolerance in the systematic organi
zation of a state absorbed into the society."8 The prívate au
tonomy of the human being derives from the socialist public
sphere , not the other way around. Habermas' Marxist crities link
up to this socialist model-which represents for him only a
theoretical alternative-by attempting to establish its actual exis
tence.
8Ibid. , p. 1 43 -
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The Liberal Critique

For Habermas' liberal critics the discussion of a socialist al
ternative model is equivalent to escaping into utopia. Peter
Glotz9 and Wolfgang Jagerl O agree that Habermas' theory does
not conform to reality and is therefore unable to do justice to the
contemporary form of mass democracy. Precisely the critical
comparison of this ideal type of the liberal sphere with its distor
tion in advanced capitalism provokes the objection of insuffi
cient historical grounding. It is noteworthy that both critics try to
classify Habermas' theory as conservative or romantic and, thus,
to subvert its claim to rationality. They give us to understand
that Habermas' suggestions cannot contribute to improving
present circumstances because they rest on a historically insuffi
cient material basis and, upon application, become stuck in a
purely utopian attitude. The connection of these arguments is
particularly important to Jager. He bases his charge of a utopian
lack of specificity on Habermas' misrepresentation of historical
reality. This objection should be taken seriously, since Haber
mas' model must be able to claim a historical basis and not
merely present itself as an abstract ideal. Only with the aid of a
historical category can development and structural change be
described. For Habermas, the public sphere of the late
bourgeoisie should prove to be the historical result of inner con
tradictions present from the beginning in the bourgeois public
sphere.
Wolfgang Jager

Jager's historically oriented critique is aimed at proving that
Habermas incorrectly assessed the history and importance of the
English Parliament when he described the years 1 83 2 to 1 867 as
the high point of parliamentarianism and pointed to a decay
thereafter. In particular, Jager argues that the alleged power of
public opinion assumed by Habermas in fact never existed as
such. Parliamentary politics were conducted not as rational con
sensus but on the basis of compromises adapted to interests. Ac
cording to ]ager, public opinion served economic interests even
9P�ter Glotz, Buchkritik in deutschen Zeitungen ( Hamburg, 1 968).
lOOffentlichkeit und Parlamentarismus (note 5 , aboye).
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during its classical periodo Its institutions "helped serve the ar
ticulation of actual interests, be it those strata excluded de facto
from parliamentary representation des pite the right to vote or
those excluded directly from the right to vote o" l l The aHeged
manipulation in contemporary parliamentarianism blossomed,
as Jager suggests, already in the mid-nineteenth centuryo There
fore, it is impossible to speak of a disintegration of the public
sphereo If we follow Jager, there has never existed a public
sphere corresponding to Habermas' model : "If Habermas'
statements about the bourgeois public sphere are examined for
their historical content, there remain only a few substantiated
theseso" 12
This critique clearly goes too far; no one expects of a model
that it assimilate without contradiction aH historical circum
stanceso Nevertheless, Jager does touch on an unresolved prob
lemo Habermas as sumes that structural change in the public
sphere is caused by the transition to organized capitalismo The
conditions in England mentioned by Jager-the massive interest
lobbies in Parliament-contradict Habermas' theory, which
claims that the liberal public sphere and its most important in
stitutions remained strictly separate from the private domain of
productiono Jiiger's arguments suggest the hypothesis that this
structural change occurs as early as the phase of competitive
capitalismo Habermas himself is contradictory on this pointo
Here he deals essentiaHy with restrictions placed on classical
theory by liberal critics such as John Stuart MilI and TocquevilIe,
as well as Marx's fundamental critique, yet these predate or
ganized capitalismo Marx sees as early as the French Revolution
of 1 848, especially the June Revolt by the workers, the possibility
of transforming the bourgeois public sphere for the benefit of
the masseso 13 On the other hand, Tocqueville's reservations
about domination by the masses crystallize in his analysis of lib
eral capitalist Americao 14 From this one could conclude that the
problem of the classical public sphere was not first caused by
organized capitalismo Either the seeds of these difficulties are
1 1 Ibido , po 230
12 Ibido
13Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York, 1 963)0
14Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, transo Henry Reeve, revo Francis
Bowen, edo Phillips Bradley (New York, 1 945)0
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contained from the beginning in the public sphere or, in order
to save the model, it is necessary to distinguish more precisely
between the precapitalist and liberal-capitalist phases. Jager's ob
jections point in this direction while accusing Habermas of con
structing a historically untenable synthesis out of precapitalist
philosophy in Germany, English social history of the capitalist
period, and French political theory . 1 5 Within the framework of
Habermas' approach it is quite possible to support the thesis that
his projected model of public sphere is essentially rooted in pre
capitalist circumstances. It is in this sense that Annette
Leppert-Fogen reinterpreted Habermas' theory. Following
Hans Medick, she stressed the precapitalist character of classical
economic theory (Adam Smith): "the establishment of economic
liberalism did not come about as an apology for capitalism but
rather primarily in struggle against the feudal vestiges in a
commodity-producing society and against the mercantile politics
of the state."16 The same can be said about the public sphere : it,
too, is primarily directed against absolutist political domination
and feudal social privileges. The social basis of this public sphere
is a community of small producers connected with each other by
fair trade. Leppert-Fogen makes this clear when she compares
the principIe of openness and general accessibility in the public
sphere with the harmony between supply and demandY In
both cases freedom from domination is the aim. Accepting this
reading, the problem of structural transformation appears in a
new light. As a concept of the petite bourgeoisie-that is, a tran
sitional class between feudalism and capitalism, this theory be
carne obsolete as soon as the inequality of property relations
beca me apparent in the Industrial Revolution. It is not in the
transition to organized capitalism, but rather in the split of the
middle class into the petite bourgeoisie and an economically
powerful bourgeoisie where the potential for crisis in the liberal
public sphere originate. This situation was reached in the 1 840s,
as Marx demonstrated in his discussion of the 1 848 Revolution
in The Eighteenth Brumaire 01 Louis Bonaparte ( 1 85 2 ) . As soon as
1 5Jiger, p. 4 2 .
1 6Annette Leppert-Fogen, Die deklassierte Klasse: Studien zur Geschichte und
Ideologie des Kleinbürgertums (Frankfurt am Main, 1 974), p. 1 07.
1 7Leppert-Fogen, p. 1 1 8.
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the pe tite bourgeoisie finds itself confronted with a developed
capitalist mode of production, to which it is not equal, it turns
away from liberal theory and withdraws to a defensive middle
class ideology, placing its own interests aboye those of the whole
society and thereby undermining the foundations of the public
sphere.
Peter Glotz

Whereas Jiger limits himself to a historical cntIque, Peter
Glotz attempts to develop an alternative model for industrial
society based on the essentials of this critique. His polemic
against an alleged cultural elitism on Habermas' part seeks to
smooth the way for an extended democratic public sphere. To
achieve this he denies the disintegration of the public sphere.
"Much has changed, but it is impossible to speak of 'disintegra
tion.' " 1 8 The admitted changes are portrayed as a transforma
tion that was basically progressive. Like Jiger, Glotz justifies his
critique by pointing out the historical reality not covered by
Habermas' theory. "The disintegration thesis," Glotz argues,
"results from an idealization of circumstances in the period of
bourgeois culture and from an empirically inadequate critique
of mass communication. " 1 9 Glotz rightly points out that the con
cept of disintegration is ambiguous and that Habermas ap
proaches the position of conservative culture critics. For this
reason he suggests that one speak of a restructuring of the
literary-aesthetic elite. The point of this argument is to exoner
ate the public, since the intellectuals are now made responsible
for the present unsatisfactory situation. The organization of the
consciousness industry is no longer at fault for the separation
of high culture and mass culture; rather, it is the intellectuals
who refuse to engage in discussion with a broad publiCo I mplicit
in this criticism is the notion that the liberal public sphere is still
basically intact and would function if literary intellectuals ex
ploited the possibilities of modern mass communication. This
argument, of course, ultimately dismisses the thesis of structural
transformation. To admit that circumstances have changed
means nothing more than that the specific conditions have be1 8Glotz, Buchkritik, p. 68.
1 9Ibid. , p. 7 0 .
2 53

The Institution 01 Criticism

come different, while the structural model remains operative.
This tendency can be clearly recognized in the objections Glotz
directs at Habermas. According to Glotz, the depoliticization
of the German press is due not to its form of private owner
ship, but to the attitude of the editors. Also, Glotz sees in
Habermas' view of mass culture (entertainment) an elitist preju
dice that defies democratization and thus tends to undercut the
development of the public sphere. Finally, Habermas is accused
of a general hostility toward relaxation and entertainment, an
attitude that, in Glotz's opinion, is not progressive but conserva
tive.
Glotz concludes that the literary public sphere in Germany
does not function adequately as a democratic institution because
its administrators and representatives misunderstand their task
and are biased with elitist conceptions. The material collected by
Glotz demonstrates the correctness of this challenge. Yet it does
not say much about the structure of the public sphere. Although
Glotz does not do so consciously, he assumes that the classical
model can still be achieved (the liberalist attitude) , and focuses
his polemic on establishing Habermas' empirical mistakes. Glotz
wants to save the public sphere by disproving the signs of disin
tegration compiled by Habermas. The contradictory nature of
Glotz's critique appears obvious when he tries to furnish a posi
tive alternative model. For then it becomes clear that Glotz fol
lows the liberal model of the public sphere. His critique of
elitism postulates general accessibility, his definition of the liter
ary critic emphasizes the importance of public discourse, and his
communication plans for the press reflect once again the func
tion of media for the self-determination of the publiCo Glotz is
forced, however, to make a decisive concession that brings him
close to elitist theories : Because the masses are no longer on an
equal footing with the educated bourgeois public, the in
tellectuals must mediate between culture and an anonymous
public-a hierarchy of good will, so to speak.
The liberal critique touches both historically and systemati
cally on weak points in Habermas' theory of public sphere, and
attempts to prove the failure of the whole theory by this insuffi
ciency. In the final analysis, these objections are based on a dis
agreement with Habermas' concept of historical evolution. The
sociohistorical process since the beginnings of capitalism should
2 54
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be read differently. Whereas Habermas' understanding of his
torical materialism conceives of a necessary transition from lib
eral to monopoly capitalism and, in the same way, deduces the
problematic of the advanced bourgeois public sphere, his critics
try to reinterpret the undeniable socioeconomic changes. Exist
ing mass democracy is acknowledged positivistically as the logical
and therefore inevitable outcome that we must accept. The lib
eral critic concedes to historical development an affirmative jus
tification and denounces Critical Theory as utopian. This objec
tion points to a fundamental dilemma in Habermas' theory. As a
theory of bourgeois public sphere it must elevate one phase of
.the historical process to a norm in order to construct its pre- and
post-history. But the liberal heritage of his theory (the concept
of the bourgeois public sphere) in part turns against the theory
when he limits his idea of post-history to this bourgeois stage and
does not pursue the sublation of the bourgeois public sphere in a
socialist one. Here Habermas chooses not to apply his analysis of
Marx, but instead turns again to the classical concept of the
public sphere to explain its faulty development in advanced
capitalismo This is the Achilles heel of his theory, for this concept
of the public sphere must then be abstractly opposed to histori
cal development. This beco mes evident in the objections offered
by Niklas Luhmann.
Niklas Luhmann

Glotz and Jiiger argue from an ideologically fixed position ;
their strategy is unmistakably aimed at characterizing Habermas'
theory as "conservative" and "romantic" in order to discredit it
politically. More fruitful and without doubt more influential for
the further development of Habermas' theory is Luhmann's
critique. Arguing from the standpoint of systems theory, he pur
sues the question of how and to what extent the concept and
function of public opinion have changed. His premise agrees
completely with Habermas. He, too, assumes an essential dif
ference between the bourgeois public sphere and the present
state of affairs. He pro poses that those changes deduced from a
perspective of intellectual history must have had social causes.
"For sociology it is implausible that this disintegration can be
interpreted as a self-explanatory, immanent, dialectical de
velopment of the mind ; rather, it must be attributed to the im255
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probability and unreliability of that complicated systems struc
ture which upheld this belief and provided it with the necessary
experiences."20 Whereas Habermas insists that a collective social
function must be found for public opinion (even in a Marxist
model) , Luhmann rejects this claim as an impossible solution for
a society particularized into specialized systems. "The concept of
public opinion," he argues against Habermas, "cannot simply be
reproduced organizationally because organizations depend pre
cisely on that segmenting of consciousness, and therefore they
can realize neither these structural premises nor the correspond
ing experiences on which rests the supposition of a critical public
opinion."21 Thus Luhmann suggests not a returning to the En
lightenment but adapting the model to the particularized social
system in industrial society as a means of renewing it.
Habermas actually never doubted the possibility of collective
social communication. Luhmann, however, claims that under
the conditions of an industrialized society, such an all-inclusive
process of communication can take place only in special cases.
The public sphere can no longer be recognized by its generality,
rationality, and capability of consensus, "but by the form of the
themes for political communication, by its suitability as a struc
ture for the communication process."22 In place of a general
search for truth arises a pragmatic approach to how uncertainty
can be resolved. Through public discussion the system's balance
is sustained or reconstructed. According to Luhmann, then, a
sociological analysis of public opinion must concern itself with
the rules of attention and decision within a political system.
Translated into everyday language, this means that public opin
ion grows around and follows "issues." The limited attention
span of a public overburdened with problems produces a public
sphere in which issues must be changed constantly just to main
tain a discussion. What Habermas' model presupposes (the solu
tion of problems by general consensus) is, according to
Luhmann, no longer attainable. Luhmann stresses no less than
Habermas that the public sphere in an advanced capitalist soci2°Niklas Luhmann, "Offentliche Meinung," in Politische Vierteijahresschrift, 1 1 ,
no. 1 ( 1 97°), 2 -2 8 ; the quotation is on p. 5.
2 1 Ibid. , p. 6.
22Ibid. , p. 9.
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ety can no longer function with the rules of the eighteenth cen
tury, for the particularization of the system into numerous
specialized systems diminishes the efficacy of general opinion
building not produced in a specialized system. Habermas' prob
lem of structural disintegration emerges for Luhmann as a ques
tion of how the public sphere can attain a new function after its
liberal function has been exhausted.
Luhmann emphasizes the structure of "political communica
tion through institutionalized themes."23 In this situation, public
opinion is dependent on the authority institutionalized in
organizations-parties, bureaucracies, interest groups, etc. Even
without assuming that mass communication is manipulated, one
can easily recognize the advantage of these organizations in the
production of public opinion. Luhmann himself has no illusions
about this tendency: "The creation, use, and continuation of
public opinion themes belong essentially to the domain of pro
fessional politicians specially groomed for the job."24 The pro
ductive capacity of this public opinion as well as its importance
for society lie in its integrating function : it connects the poli
tical system to other specialized systems in the society. "Public
opinion . . . must be able to encompass the difference between
politics and nonpolitics and, thus, also the relative remoteness
and incomprehensibility of details in the process of political
decision-making."25 Luhmann's pragmatic assessment of the
public sphere necessarily leads to a critique of Habermas' theory.
The concept of the public sphere developed by Critical Theory
depends, for Habermas, on the nominalization of the word
"public," behind which he seeks a collective subject. Because
systems theory, however, surrenders the traditional concept of
domination and no longer assumes a collective subject, the insuf
ficiency of public opinion-which Luhmann also admits-Ioses
its strategic importance.
As in the case of Glotz and Jiger, there are fundamental
theoretical differences hidden behind this discussion of the im
portance and function of the public sphere, but they can, at best,
only be outlined. The concern here cannot be a general analysis
23 Ibid. , p. 1 8.
2' Ibid. , p. 2 3 .
25Ibid. , p. 2 6 -2 7 .
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of the relationship between dialectical theory and systems
theory; my remarks must be confined to the aspect of the public
sphere. In his critique, Luhmann touches on essential premises
of Habermas' position. Habermas' sociophilosophical thought is,
according to Luhmann, still marked by presuppositions of the
Enlightenment, considered by Luhmann as a naive antecedent
of modern sociology. Habermas is also included when Luhmann
writes in the essay "Soziologische AufkHirung" (Sociological En
lightenment) ; "That the individual, through self-reflection on
his own, can find something common to aH humanity, that he
can reach a consensus, even truth, will not be plausible to
sociologists."26 The possibility, even the necessity of this reflec
tion as a means of finding truth has been, under the titIe of
knowledge constituting interest ( erkenntnisleitendes Interesse) ,
Habermas' central theme since 1 965. Since Luhmann, a s a
sociologist, considers the social determination of the individual
as the primary factor that wiH assert itself against consciousness
in modern industrial society, he must necessarily reject a concept
of the public sphere derived from the idea that collective identity
could be constructed from consensus among individuals.
The critical recourse to the Enlightenment implied in Haber
mas' theory is subjected by Luhmann to a historically argued
ideological critique focusing on the increased complexity of
modern society. Following in the steps of Max Weber and Emile
Durkheim, Luhmann severs the connection to normative
thought in early bourgeois social philosophy and subsequentIy
finds himself in the position of describing the public sphere in
advanced capitalism "without bias," as it were, and elucidating
the limits of its capacity. The ideal of communication free of
domination, which was contained in the liberal theory of the
public sphere, appears to be historically superseded within the
framework of this approach.
What appears fruitful to me in this criticism is that it ques
tions, from a sociological perspective, the possibility of applying
Habermas' theory, making visible the tension between norma
tive discussion and historical explication. The price for this
sociologically restricted argumentation is the loss of philosophi
cal reflection. Theoretical thought is limited to the status quo
2 6Niklas Luhmann, Soziologische Aujkliirung, 2d ed. (Opladen, 1 9 7 1 l, p. 67.
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and its systematic management. Luhmann defines enlighten
ment as a building of systems by which complexity is reduced.
"Rationality in this world [can] only be furthered by the con
struction and stabilization of more encompassing and complex
systems."27 Because Luhmann values so liule the changing po
tential of consciousness, the possibility of stimulating the eman
cipatory process through self-reflection is blocked. The path of
history assumes just that rigidity which Critical Theory had at
tacked from its beginning. Therefore Habermas was right when
he later criticized Luhmann's objectivism in systems theory as
resulting in decisionism, since for Luhmann practical questions
are explained by formal rules of behavior and can acquire no
further legitimation. (Legitimation in substance must be illusory
according to Luhmann). Enlightenment shrinks in systems
theory to formal rationality because it throws overboard what
for Habermas is the fundamental problem-that practical ques
tions are capable of truth, that there are justifiable norms, that
human self-determination is possible.
The Marxist Critique

As Habermas became the object of radical student criticism
during the late 1 960s, his theory of public sphere was increas
ingly condemned, although it had helped the student movement
originally in defining its own position. This is not the place to
re trace this development. 28 Our interest must be directed to
ward those counterarguments and alternative proposals which
were advanced. It will be necessary to distinguish between
critiques which continue the approach chosen by Habermas
whiIe radicalizing and thereby negating parts of his theory and
those which identify Habermas as a representative of the
Frankfurt SchooI and thus of bourgeois ideoIogy. Characteristic
of the first position would be the investigation by Negt and
Kluge, OfJentlichkeit und Erfahrung (The PubIic Sphere and Ex
perience, 1 97 2 ) , in which acquaintance with Habermas' theory is
expIicitly presumed. Characteristic of the second position is UIf
2 7Ibid., p. 80.
28See Die Linke antwortet Jürgen Habermas, ed. Oskar Negt (Frankfurt am Main,
1 968). Ineludes essays by Wolfgang Abendroth, Peter Brückner, et al.
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Milde's study in connection with a collective investigation on
literature of the eighteenth century.29 Although their objections
coincide at certain spots, the goal and function of their respec
tive arguments are significantly different. Whereas Negt and
Kluge want to salvage the concept of the public sphere with their
criticism, Milde's attack is tantamount to an ideological denunci
ation, which, by the way, corresponds in sorne ways to the liberal
critique.
Ulf Milde

For Milde, Habermas is first and foremost an ideologue em
ploying his categories and historical material to legitimate politi
cal and social objectives. Milde remarks : "Habermas proves him
self a late bourgeois ideologue in that he must falsify the mem
ories of heroic bourgeois illusions in order to extract from them
what he wants."30 To prove his thesis he claims that Habermas
considers the principIe of freedom from domination as the
essential component of the public sphere. Because Habermas
equates this element with the bourgeois public sphere, he be
comes fixated on it. At this point the ideological critique proves
to be a barrier to interpretation. In order to understand and
assimilate Habermas' theory, Milde considers it in connection
with the renewed scholarly interest in the Enlightenment. This
interest must be seen as a symptom of the attempt by bourgeois
intellectuals to criticize the restorative West German state. Be
cause Milde includes Habermas in this group and attributes to
him the same motives,31 he misjudges the approach and also
the goal of Habermas' theory. For the assumption that a space
free of domination can be constituted within the bourgeois
public sphere does not imply that this idea is inextricably tied
to the bourgeois public sphere itself, but rather that this con
cept can only be recovered if the bourgeois public sphere is
surmounted by a socialist one. The meaning of the disintegra
tion thesis is that the liberal public sphere must conflict with
bourgeois society as soon as the capitalist mode of production
29" 'Bürgerliche O ffentlichkeit' aIs Modell der Literaturentwicklung des 1 8.
jahrhunderts," in Gert MattenkIott and Klaus R. &herpe, Westberliner Projekt:
Grundkurs I 8. Jahrhundert (Kronberg, 1 974), pp. 4 1 -73.
30Ibid . , p. 5 1 .
3 I Ibid . , pp. 46-47.
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has triumphed. Habermas also does not maintain, as Milde
daims,32 that bourgeois property relations are unpolitical, but
rather that liberal theory considers the realm of production
and commodity exchange unpolitical and therefore becomes de
fensive as soon as social conflicts force their way into the public
realm.
N ot surprisingly, Milde considers the question of disintegra
tion in the public sphere to be unproductive ; that is, he fails to
see that Habermas' theory must be read as a critique of the
problems in advanced capitalismo Thus he closes off access to the
historical sections of the investigation and draws problematical
conclusions. Because Habermas links the idea of a nondistorted
communication free of domination to the model of the liberal
public sphere, Milde assumes that Habermas also considers
bourgeois society free of domination and then critically objects
that Habermas does not discuss antagonistic class relations. He
overlooks the fact that Habermas accounts for the disintegration
of the bourgeois public sphere from social conflicts generated by
contradictions in the capitalist mode of production. In other
words, Milde's critique focuses on the genesis of the bourgeois
public sphere, and his arguments coincide for the most part with
those of jager: insufficient historical specification, problematical
synthesizing, incomplete development of the economic base.33
When Milde suggests that the English bourgeois public sphere
owes its strength "in fact to the maturity and variety of ideologi
cal and political class struggle within the most progressive nation
in the European context,"34 he touches on Habermas' prob
lematical indecision whether the liberal public sphere estab
lished itself before or simultaneously with industrial capitalismo
In the final analysis, Milde's critique is directed against the
tendency to qualify the orthodox interpretation of the relation
ship between base and superstructure in favor of an approach in
which interaction (communicative action) is regarded as being
32 Ibid . , p. 5 2 .
33Mildes' exegesis i s not always immune to misunderstandings. For example,
he assumes that for Habermas the bourgeois state derives from the functional
transformation in the public sphere, whereas Habermas was concerned with
demonstrating that the bourgeois public sphere constituted itself as an instru
ment of struggle for the bourgeoisie. Cf. Milde, pp. 54-55.
34Ibid., p. 57.
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no less primarily important than work (goal-oriented behavior).
Such an approach changes the relationship between economy
and culture. Culture is no longer considered a simple variable, as
in the orthodox concept, but rather an independent though
interfering system. 1 understand the theory of the public sphere
to be a first attempt to introduce a concept of communicative
interaction within the notions of rational discourse (Riisonne
ment)o The goal of the public sphere is intersubjective agreement
on values and standards, which can then be used to resolve prac
tical questions. What Habermas sees institutionalized in the pub
lic sphere-individuation, emancipation, extension of com
munication free of domination-appears in the 1 968 essay
"Technik und Wissenschaft als 'Ideologie' " (Technology and
Science as " Ideology") under the category of "symbolically
mediated interaction."35 Since these deviations from orthodoxy
are voiced· in Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit, the reservations of
the orthodox camp were to be expected.
Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge

Two tendencies emerge in the study O.ffentlichkeit und Er
fahrung ( 1 97 2 ) : (a) critical analysis of the bourgeois public sphere
based on Habermas but not relying unquestioningly on his
categories and (b) the search for an alternative-that is, for a
proletarian counterpublic sphere. The inherent connection be
tween these two is especially important in the context of the

form of mass culture in developed industrial societies. It is in this
respect that the tradition of Critical Theory asserts itself; nor is it
an accident that the study is dedicated to Adorno. Negt and
Kluge use the framework of Habermas' disintegration theory
but continue one step further and thereby turn critically against
Habermas' model. They attack the idealist notion that the
public sphere has at sorne point aIread y taken substantial shape,
and they exclude the possibility that the liberal-bourgeois public
sphere could ever be revived in any form whatsoever. Haber
mas' ambivalence-his insistence on an emphatic concept of the
public sphere in order to retain a regulative idea despite his
insight into the irreversibility of structural transformations-35Jürgen Habermas, "Technology and Science as 'Ideology,' '' in his Toward a
Rational Society, transo Jeremy Shapiro (Boston, 1 970), p. 93.
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gives way to a clear and final negation. The resolution of crisis in
late bourgeois society is sought in the proletarian public sphere.
The bourgeois public sphere, Negt and Kluge argue, has only
the appearance of being highly organized, functional, and effi
ciento However, "If one considers its true substance, then it is not
at all unified but rather the cumulation of individual public
spheres merely abstracdy related to one another."36 In other
words, the self-image of the liberal public sphere followed by
Habermas conceals the real structure, which is considerably
more disjointed than bourgeois theory will admito Negt and
Kluge stress more strongly than Habermas that this bourgeois
public sphere had an ideological character from the beginning,
in that it negated its own material basis : the realm of production
was excluded. Negt and Kluge resolve this tension between ideal
claim and social reality, also recognized by Habermas, by con
tending that the capitalist bourgeoisie employed the public
sphere in the nineteenth century primarily to serve its private,
economic interests. The public sphere must conceal the fact
that the state does not represent general interests but serves
as an instrument of particular ones. From this apologetical
framework, Negt and Kluge draw the not altogether convincing
conclusion that the public sphere never really existed as a uni
fied principIe. What Habermas had described as an institution
turns out to be a loose association of heterogenous organiza
tions. Since Negt and Kluge do not sufficiently differentiate be
tween levels of insitution and organization, the category of pub
lic sphere threatens to dissolve.
In place of a collective public sphere, Negt and Kluge identify
a number of partial public spheres through which in each case
particular social aspects are represented.37 They distinguish first
between constitutional public sphere (Konstitutionsoffentlichkeit)
and public sphere as the organizational form of bourgeois soci
ety; in addition, they separate the public sphere as appearance
of a collective synthesis from the forms of expression of certain
use-value characteristics. By constitutional public sphere they
mean the creation of a unified public principIe by which all
36Negt and Kluge, Offentlichkeit und Erfahrung: Zur Organisationsanalyse von
bürgerlicher und proletarischer Offentlichkeit (Frankfurt am Main, 1 972), p. 1 5.
3 7Ibid. , pp. 1 02 ff.
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privileges and special rights are dissolved. In opposition to this is
the bourgeois form of organization which prevents the principIe
of public sphere from prevailing against modes of private
capitalist production. "The point is that the political public
sphere should not exist."38 The third point is closest to Haber
mas' intentions: Negt and Kluge introduce in the name of a
collective social synthesis the existence of a common will, "of a
meaningful coherence encompassing the whole world and the
appearance of participation by all members of the society." Fi
nally, the aspect of real use value coexists with this ideological
construction so that actual human needs at least partially receive
their due (emancipatory potential). The inner conflict of
bourgeois society is characterized by contradictory aspects of the
public sphere. Negt and Kluge assume that these contradictions
are contained from the beginning within the structure of the
public sphere. Therefore, they are less inclined to distinguish
between a time of blossoming and a phase of disintegration.
They employ the analytical sophistication of their arsenal of
concepts in order to define possibilities and limits of the current
actualization of the public sphere. The synthesis of the public
sphere (Habermas' model) proves to be highly unstable. It is
produced under changing conditions and then abandoned as
soon as the social conditions change. "While the isolated
phenomena of the contemporary public sphere are being
criticized and this critical analysis is being prepared, the public

sphere has airead y changed its costume."39 The public sphere in
advanced capitalism is abandoned as appearance without sub
stance and a proletarian public sphere is postulated as the neces
sary alternative. Thus, in opposition to Habermas, they claim :
"A counterpublic sphere, buttressed by ideas and discourse with
enlightened content, is not capable of developing effective
weapons against the coherence of appearance, public sphere
and violence."4o
This critique of the bourgeois public sphere owes more to
Habermas than Negt and Kluge are aware. They analyze con
ceptually what Habermas, based on his model, has described as
38Ibid. , p. 1 04.
39Ibid . , p. 1 4 2 .
4°Ibid. , p. 1 4 3 .
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the history of the public sphere. The results concur in the basics.
Within the realm of media criticism Offentlichkeit und Erfahrung
undoubtedly has an advantage in that the study was completed
ten years after Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit: by including the
most recent developments in the media sector it is able to ad
vance an important step beyond Habermas' results. Whereas
Habermas' critique was concerned for the most part with con
tent and response to programming, Negt and Kluge-in the
footsteps of Brecht and Dieter Prokop4 1-deal critically with or
ganization and the way in which it controls mass communication.
The use and evaluation of available technology goes beyond the
framework of the liberal public sphere and is therefore rejected
by bourgeois theory as utopian. Negt and Kluge emphasize cor
rectly that the problem cannot be solved with political controls
(for example, equal representation on control commissions) , but
rather presupposes "massive changes in the mode of production
in television and in its relationship to the audience."42 Where
Habermas, as an heir of the older Frankfurt School, once again
calls on the bourgeois concept of culture to denounce mass cul
ture, Negt and Kluge depend on the organization of social ex
perience by the mas ses as the necessary condition for substantive
change . In this way their critique points in a direction that was
lacking in Habermas.
The media criticism in Offentlichkeit und Erfahrung must be
understood in connection with the concept of a proletarian
counterpublic sphere. The proletaria n public sphere is seen as
the only chance of providing a historical grounding for social
theory.43 This is not the place to develop the concept in its en
tirety, so a few remarks must suffice. The proletarian public
sphere is not identical with the labor movement and its organiza
tions (parties, unions). To a great extent these have been sub
sumed, for historical reasons, under the bourgeois public
sphere. The goal of the proletarian public sphere is for the
mas ses as working people (not as a party) to constitute their own
experience; in other words, for them to gain an autonomous
sphere in which they can formulate their own needs. "The pro"Cf. Dieter Prokop, Massenkultur und Spontaneitiit: Zur veriinderlen Warenform
der Massenkommunikation im SPiitkapitalismus (Frankfurt am Main, 1 974).
4 2 0ffentlichkeit und Erfahrung, p. 1 80.
43Ibid. , p. 1 43 , n. 39.
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letarian public sphere," as Negt and Kluge define it, "denotes
not particular forms or contents but applies the Marxist method
in a way that no source of social upheaval, no concrete interest
remains excluded or unresolved, and it guarantees that the
medium of this conversion and tranformation of interests is the
whole framework of real production and socialization."44 The
proletariat is confronted then with the difficult and sometimes
contradictory task of appropriating the bourgeois public sphere
in order to prevent its misuse and with simultaneously construct
ing a counterpublic sphere. This new institution must not be
understood as a mere organizational task, for example as the
triumph of the workers over bourgeois society; rather, it must be
grasped realistically as the expression of a qualitatively new
framework of experience.
Habermas' refusal to discuss possibilities of a socialist public
sphere in Western societies is directly tied to his notion that the
proletariat as the "designated executor of a future socialist revo
lution" has dissolved in advanced capitalism.45 In his view, revo
lutionary Marxist theory can no longer find its addressee in the
proletariat. When he looks at the socialist world, it is also clear
for him that Soviet Marxism has not been able to create a so
cialist society. Instead we find a political domination by
functionaries, which under Stalin even became legalized terror
in the hands of Party leadership. In this context the question
arises how Negt and Kluge can project a notion of the proleta

rian public sphere without resorting to those very learning
models of orthodox Marxism which were liquidated by Critical
Theory. Because their description and evaluation of advanced
capitalism gene rally agrees with Habermas, recourse to a con
cept of the proletariat is not without problems. On the one hand,
we must define more carefully the proletariat and its class strug
gles in advanced capitalism while at the same time exploring the
relationship between the political public sphere and the party
organization-a central question for orthodoxy. The problem
can be formulated as follows: can one even speak of the proleta
rian public sphere without presupposing a revolutionary pro"Ibid., p. 346.
45Jürgen Habermas, Theory and Practice, transo John Viertel (Boston, 1 973), p.
1 96.
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letariat whose organization is to become the basis of this new
public sphere? In order to develop the concept of the proleta
rian public sphere, Negt and Kluge proceed historically-that is,
they elucidate through the history of the English labor move
ment possibilities, contradictions and limitations of the pro
letarian public sphere. In so doing, they reassert the existence of
a class-conscious, struggling proletariat. Yet, in their conclusion
they concede that this "proletariat" cannot necessarily be thought
of as tangible: '' 'Proletarian' does not under all social conditions
refer to a social substance."46 To the extent that workers in ad
vanced capitalism beco me appendages of commodity produc
tion, the "proletarian life context" can be defined only negatively
as the blocking of needs, wishes, and hopes. Thus Negt and
Kluge conclude that it is no longer necessary to organize real
proletarian experience in advanced capitalism and that class
struggle can no longer take the forms it did in the nineteenth
century. To be sure, this qualitative difference is developed only
in the form of criticism and analysis of historical class struggles
in the early twentieth century. Using the example of Austro
marxism, they demonstrate that the proletariat was unable
to force its own organization on the bourgeoisie. The production
process was excluded from the class struggle. Thus a political
compromise was introduced that appeared progressive but that
in the long run had to result in a defeat for the workers. Using
the example of the German Communist Party (KPD) before
1 93 3 , Negt and Kluge show that separating the proletaria n pub
lic sphere from the collective public sphere ultimately has cata
strophic effects, for it leads to a separation from actual social
reality. In their critique of the Communist parties which failed to
resist Fascism, it soon becomes apparent that Negt and Kluge do
not necessarily want to rely on party organization to revo
lutionize the proletariat. At the same time it is never made clear
how the political struggle is to be organized. Thus a gap emerges
between the earlier phases of class struggle and the current situ
ation. For where Negt and Kluge reconstruct this earlier phase
of class struggle, they are able to proceed from an organized
labor movement, so that he re the proletarian public sphere and
the formal organizations of the proletariat (such as party and
46 0ffentlichkeit und Erfahrung,

p.

483 .
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union) , although not actually the same, do at least overlap. Yet
given that these organizations have been largely neutralized in
Western capitalism through their integration into the late
bourgeois public sphere, a contemporary proletarian public
sphere has to be reformulated. Negt and Kluge acknowledge
this and modify their concept of the proletariat accordingly. But
they have yet to be successful in formulating the relationship
between proletariat, public sphere, and class struggle in a way
that makes visible a new political praxis.
The Public SPhere in Habermas' More Recent Theory

As far as I know, Habermas has never responded to criticisms
of his theory of the public sphere. One can only speculate as to
the reasons. Nevertheless, it is possible to draw sorne conclusions
from circumstances both internal as well as external to the
theory. First, the critique of Habermas' theory was formulated
mainly in the 1 970s, yet by this time the concept of the public
sphere no longer had such central importance in his increasingly
systematized theory. The attempt at a metacritique could not
have followed directly from the older study, but would have
necessitated reformulation of the problem in a new systematic
context. Habermas' answer to his critics is contained in this
theory itself, particularly in his analysis of crises in advanced
capitalism, where the problems that were formerly characterized
as disintegration of the classic public sphere reappear as crises of
legitimation and motivation in the realm of the political and
sociocultural system. Habermas seems basically to adhere to his
earlier position, but he takes into account the critical objections
to his construction of a historically ideal type. He chooses an
approach derived from Niklas Luhmann's systems theory and
on this basis demonstrates the crisis situation of advanced
capitalism in a new light, which is al so interesting for the concept
of the public sphere.
The framework of this changed approach permits us to define
more precisely the difference between Habermas and his critics.
First, we see more clearly Habermas' ambivalent attitude toward
the late bourgeois public sphere, his vacillation between a strict
historical analysis and the use of this concept as a general model.
In contrast to Negt and Kluge, the notion of an alternative pub268
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lic sphere is not open to Habermas. Constituting an autonomous
proletaria n public sphere that would actually dissolve the
bourgeois public sphere is itself tied to an idea of fundamental
social upheaval which, for Habermas, is no longer possible in
advanced capitalism o Here he introduces three arguments to
justify his position : ( 1 ) the classical form of class struggle has
become obsolete because of a growth in state intervention un
foreseen by Marx; (2) because of the increasing interdepen
dency of research and technology, the Marxist labor theory of
value is inapplicable; (3) with the dissolution of liberal, competi
tive capitalism, the opposition between bourgeoisie and pro
letariat in its classical form has also dissolvedY Class struggle is
replaced by the problem of legitimizing a system primarily in
terested in stabilizing itself. A substitute program is developed
by which the system is obligated "to sustain the conditions of
stability for a total system which can guarantee social security
and opportunity for personal advancement and to prevent
growth risks."48
The Scientization of Politics and Public Opinion

Even after completing Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit Haber
mas continued to examine the structure of the public sphere and
its role for political participation by citizens. A first important
step in reformulating the problem is the essay "The Scientization
of Politics and Public Opinion" ( 1 964) , which critically presents
Max Weber's model in which objectified administration and de
cisionistic politics are irreconcilably opposed. This technocratic
model provides an appearance of cogent, objective logic without
theoretically confronting the irrational side of political
decision-making. Within the framework of this model, the func
tion of public opinion is limited. Essential political decisions are
withheld from discussion because they cannot be completely
rationalized. For Weber and Joseph Schumpeter, the process of
formulating political objectives in the public sphere is limited to
acclamation. Public opinion leads he re to the legitimation of
elites and not to rationalization of domination. On the other
47Cf. Habermas, "Über einige Bedingungen der Revolutionierung spatkapi
talistischer Gesellschaften," in his Kultur und Kritik (Frankfurt am Main,
1 973), pp. 70 ff.
48Ibid. , pp. 7 2 -73.
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hand, in the pragmatic model, as it was developed in the work of
John Dewey, the relation between political decision-making and
scientific research is mediated by public opinion. "Value beliefs"
and scientific progress are joined unproblematically through
public discourse. Regarding this model, in which the public
sphere once again in its classical function, Habermas objects that
because of the complexity of scientific theory and its technical
consequences, scientific knowledge as well as social interests and
values can no longer be mediated by common sense. Thus the
pragmatic model is abandoned. At the same time, Habermas
insists on the strategic role of public opinion, because, for the
mediation of science and politics, it arises not externally but
rather "immanently and necessarily from the requirements of
the confrontation of technical knowledge and capacity with
tradition-bound self-understanding."49 This problem of media
tion has two aspects. First, following his earlier study, Habermas
asserts that the classical public sphere has disintegrated. More
over, and this may be more important, the problem has become
one of method: how can the rationality of scientific knowledge
be introduced into the realm of practical life interest; in other
words, how can instrumental rationality relate to practical inter
ests? Habermas postulates an answer: "A scientized society
would constitute inself as a rational one only to the extent that
science and technology are mediated with the conduct of life
through the minds of its citizens."50 To be sure, there is no
explanation of how such a mature society can arise. Habermas
considers the conditions unfavorable in advanced capitalist
countries, such as America. The aporia is both historical and
theoretical. In attempting to get a grip on the theoretical vac
uum by differentiating knowledge-constituting interests, Haber
mas prepares at the same time a more exact formulation of the
historical problem.
Knowledge and Human Interests

In his inaugural address of 1 965, Habermas undertook to
separate technical, practical, and emancipatory cognitive in ter49Habermas, "Scientization of Polities and Publie Opinion," in Toward a Ra
tional Society, p. 74.
50Ibid. , pp. 79-80.
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ests in order to refine, by means of both theory and method, the
decisive problem for advanced capitalist society-the mediation
of politics and science. At this stage the task of the public sphere
can be defined as the linking of technical progress and sociocul
tural tradition through an emancipatory interest. The state of
autonomy and responsibility (Mündigkeit) as a necessary, self
chosen goal of human action is, for Habermas, ultimately
grounded in the structure of language, by which man is set off
from nature. "Through its structure, autonomy and responsibil
ity are posited for US."51 The category of the public sphere is no
longer exclusively historical but rather is derived from the
quasi-transcendental principIe of knowledge-constituting inter
ests.
This derivation was not historically specified until the studies
on advanced capitalismo In Legitimation Crisis ( 1 973) the histori
cal and sociological consequences are drawn from this tran
scendental principIe of knowledge-constituting interests.
Whereas in 1 965 Habermas contended that "the knowledge
constitutive interests take form in the medium of work, lan
guage, and power,"52 the later study develops these categories as
partial systems within a total social system: work is formulated as
an economic system, language as sociocultural and domination
as political. The interaction between these partial systems not
only determines the functioning of the whole but al so charac
terizes the possible sources of crisis in advanced capitalist society.
They emerge as crises in legitimation, motivation , and rational
ity. Within this systematic approach, which is more interested in
synchronic than diachronic aspects, the crisis in advanced
capitalism is interpreted in a new way. In order to demonstrate
the impact of this approach, it will be necessary to look more
closely at the character of such advanced capitalist crisis.
Habermas considers advanced capitalist societies to be overlap
ping systems encompassing partial systems and engaged mainly
in sustaining themselves and eliminating potential crises. To
reach this goal, a large number of legitimating measures are
necessary. According to Habermas, after the disintegration of
5 1Jürgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, transo Jeremy Shapiro
(Boston, 1 97 1 ) , p. 3 1 4.
5'Ibid. , p. 3 1 3 .
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precapitalist traditions, this can only be achieved by means of
universalistic bourgeois ideology. Depleted as formal democ
racy, it provides the illusion of political participation without
restricting government and administration in matters of con
tent. At this point Habermas returns to the concept of the public
sphere: "Structural alteration of the bourgeois public sphere
provides for application of institutions and procedures that are
democratic in form, while the citizenry, in the midst of an objec
tively political society, enjoy the status of passive citizens with
only the right to withhold acclamation."53 What Habermas had
described in Strukturwandel der 6ffentlichke�t as diffusion, as an
intersecting of the state and private domains, as the transition
to an objectified culture of consumption now appears as the
shrunken basis of legitimation. Lack of participation is pur
chased with appropriate compensation in the domain of profes
sional life, consumer possibilities, and social security. Habermas
interprets the depoliticization of the population as the inner
logic of a system in which a politically active citizenry is no longer
desirable.
The classical public sphere was constituted in double form,
literary and política!. Therefore, its crisis in organized capital
ism can be tied to the relationship between the sociocultural
and polítical systems, while the relationship between the eco
nomic and political systems may be ignored for the momento
In the former case interaction arises in the exchange of social
benefits from the state in the political system and mass loyalty in
the sociocultural system. Disintegration of the public sphere can
be defined in this context as a motivational crisis and as a legiti
mation crisis. The legitimation crisis arises from a dysfunction
between the cultural and political systems. In Habermas' words,
it results "from the fact that the fulfillment of state planning
places in question the structure of the depoliticized public
sphere and the formal democratic guarantee of private, auton
omous control over the means of production."54 The loyalty of
the masses may no longer be presumed.
The legitimation crisis situated in the political system is op53Jürgen Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, transo Thomas McCarthy (Boston,
1 975), pp. 36-37.
"Ibid., p. 46. Translation modified.
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posed to the motivation crisis in the sociocultural system. Motiva
tion crises in advanced capitalism are caused by the depletion of
cultural tradition and by the exhaustion of central components
in bourgeois ideology which had continued to nourish liberal
capitalismo If such a shrinkage of motivational factors occurs, the
political system cannot count on necessary supports. Thus the
bond between the literary and political public sphere is defined
in advanced capitalism as a context of crisis-prone motivation:
Because of the reduction of cultural tradition, political discourse
loses its customary power.
The section on theorems of motivation crisis is essential for
our analysis, for he re Habermas attempts to develop this type of
crisis both systematically and historically. He maintains that
formal democratic systems are dependent on very specific mar
ginal conditions in the culture which are historically unique and
therefore not reproduceable within the system. The desired civic
passivity rests on a tradition of the authoritarian state, for which
the citizen is only an object of administration . Disintegration
of the political public sphere proves to be regression to pre
bourgeois behavioral patterns or incomplete emancipation. The
same applies to cultural values and socially determined moral
'
norms. They, too, emerge from previou s strata and are not im
manently reproduceable in the system.
Traditional images of the world were abolished because of
their incompatibility with the growth of instrumental rationality
(Weber) ; simultaneously, the liberal ideology of achievement
was increasingly eroded under conditions of organized
capitalism, so that individual property finally lost its value. Thus
structures become visible "that are unsuited to reproduce civil
and familial-vocational privatism."55 For Habermas, the new cul
tural patterns crystallize around scientism, post-auratic art, and
a universalistic morality. Scientism creates an unstable situation
because, on the one hand, it supports depoliticization with its
illusion of pure objectivity, while, on the other, it contains critical
elements that can be turned against technocracy. If the au
tonomy of the work of art is dissolved, a similar ambivalence
arises. The grounding of art in politics as observed by Benjamin
permits its instrumentalization both for propaganda and for
55Ibid. , p. 84.
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subversive countercultures. This evaluation contains a revision
of the earlier thesis on disintegration of the literary public
sphere, which had followed Horkheimer and Adorno. Obvi
ously Habermas' new attitude on the functional transformation
of modern art (loss of aura) was influenced by Benjamin.56 But
he follows his arguments only in describing the loss of aura (end
of autonomy), without fully sharing Benjamin's hope for a revo
lutionary mass culture. From the argument between Adorno
and Benjamin he draws the conclusion that "the divergence be
tween the values offered by the sociocultural system and those
demanded by the political and economic systems" is deepened.57
That means motivation is diminished. The same tendency can be
seen in the ethical realm, where the transition to a politically
universal morality, presuming both generality of norms and au
tonomy of acting subjects, is contradicted by demands of the
political and economic system in advanced capitalismo This hap
pens because socializing processes no longer lead inevitably to
ward adaptation to social reality but rather increasingly exhibit
unconventional results.
Legitimation and motivation crises are manifestations of what
Habermas earlier referred to as disintegration of the public
sphere. It was not seen simply as irreversible, but there was no
ready alternative. The idea of a proletarian public sphere did
not come under consideration for Habermas, because it cannot
be developed without the notion of class struggle. With the tran

sition from competitive to monopoly capitalism, however, the
juxtaposition between the two was altered, so that the familiar
forms of argumentation from the nineteenth century lost their
significance. In his analysis of crises in advanced capitalism,
Habermas continues discussion of the public sphere in the
1 970s. He asks the question: Under what conditions and in what
forms can a public sphere be constituted which hastens the pro
cess of human emancipation? Because language and communi
cation (together with labor) are fundamental for Habermas, re
newal of the public sphere is a central theme.
The discussion is carried out on two levels. It must be estabS6Cf. Jürgen Habermas, "Consciousness-Raising or Redemptive Criticism
The Contemporaneity of Walter Benjamin," transo Philip Brewster and Carl
Howard Buchner, New German Critique, no. 1 7 , (Spring 1 979), pp. 30 -59 .
57 Legitimation Crisis, p. 86.
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lished theoretically that political questions can be determined
not only decisionistically, but rationally as well, by means of a
shared search for truth. Habermas adheres strictly to this pre
supposition against the decisionistic model. He argues that prac
tical discourse has always imputed an ideal speech situation
"that, on the strength of its formal properties, allows consensus
only on generalizable interests."58 On the level of historical in
terpretation it would be a matter of proving how and to what
extent the structurally crisis-ridden situation can be overcome.
Habermas offers no elear answer. If in this context he refers
once again to the Dialectic of Enlightenment and to Adorno's
Minima Moralia, his intent is to show that Horkheimer's and
Adorno's pessimistic exposition does not offer a solution to the
problem. Rather than capitulating, Habermas urges at least a
critique of theories that consider the goal of a shared search for
truth obsolete. This is especially directed toward Luhmann's
theory, which had dismissed Habermas' theory as antiquated.
For Luhmann, popular participation in administrative decisions
is possible but not sensible, as it involves too much frustration.
Habermas' argument with Luhmann remains in the realm of
theory and never proceeds to a concrete appraisal of the possibil
ity for a public sphere within and beyond an advanced capitalist
society. Discussion of alternative concepts (Frieder Naschold,
Claus Offe, Fritz W. ScharpD does not go beyond hypothetical
considerations. Habermas is aware of this dilemma and honest
enough to articulate it in the coneluding section. In Luhmann's
theory the interest in reason is particularized; enlightenment (in
Kant's sen se) as a common goal of mankind is abandoned.
Habermas is not prepared to accept this approach and thereby
to forsake his concept of the public sphere. He equally rejects
the path back to an orthodox Marxism. "Both ways," he con
eludes, "are unfeasible for a praxis that is bound to a rational will
and does not avoid demands for justification but aspires to
theoretical elarity about those things we do not know."59 Legiti
mation Crisis ends with a rhetorical appeal not to abandon the
idea of a society free of domination. This demand implies the
necessity of a functioning public sphere in which political deci'8 Ibid., p. 1 1 0.
'9Ibid. , p. 1 43 . Translation modified.
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sions are discussed and rationaIly explained. To this extent
Habermas still adheres to the model he established in Struktur
wandel der OjJentlichkeit.
In Legitimation Crisis Habermas basically limits himself to a
defensive strategy-that is, he upholds fundamental positions of
Critical Theory by metacriticaIly subverting counterpositions. In
Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus (On the Recon
struction of Historical Materialism, 1 976), however, he presents
the beginnings of a new theory of the public sphere (without, to
be sure, actuaIly employing the term) . It is not accidental that
these suggestions follow from his criticism of Niklas Luhmann,
which should at least be outlined here. The dialogue between
Luhmann and Habermas focused on minimal presuppositions :
the question, namely, whether there can be a coIlective identity
in addition to the individual one ; in other words, whether inter
subjectivity is essential for constituting society. Luhmann rejects
this necessity emphaticaIly: the modern social system no longer
needs collective identity, because integration is achieved on the
level of system and not on that of normative regulation. Thus
self-reflection within the populace becomes superfluous for the
functioning of the system. As Luhmann maintains, "social evolu
tion has proceeded beyond the point where it makes sense to
relate social relations to people."60 The achievement of identity,
the capacity . to define through reflection the relation between
oneself and one's environment, can be managed just as well by
the system. A partial system can be specialized for this task.
Habermas correctly objects to the interpretive suggestion that it
completes the dehumanization of society by turning aIl subjects
"into mere environments for the system." Habermas charac
terizes the result of systems theory in the following manner:
"Disclaiming any unity of system beyond that produced by
normative integration mean s that cultural tradition can be
manipulated according to control needs, that history can be
neutralized . . . . Historical consciousness is immobilized in favor
of self-objectification."61 Habermas adheres to the postulate of
6°Quoted in Habermas, Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus
(Frankfurt am Main, 1 976), p. 1 1 3.
6 ' lbid., p p . 1 1 3 -14.
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human self-determination, and that means, as opposed to Luh
mann, that social integration cannot be achieved simply through
integration of the system. Significantly, Habermas at this point
resorts to the Dialectic of Enlightenment in order to articulate the
continuity of his critical approach as well as the differences in
possible solutions. He renews the polemic against atrophy and
ossification of the subject as the central objection of Critical
Theory toward modern, rationalism. Yet this position is modified
to the extent that both the autonomy of nature and of the sys
tem's structure is conceded.62 For this reason Horkheimer's and
Adorno's solution is not revitalized, nor is Marx's approach,
which linked problems of system integration and social integra
tion by analyzing the commodity in Capital. Here Habermas
notes : "Today an analogous attempt at cutting through theoreti
cal connections in the system to structures of intersubjectivity
would hardly be promising."63
Having opposed systems theory while assimilating its prob
lematization of the Marxist tradition, Habermas then outlines a
theory of collective identity which includes fundamental ele
ments of the public sphere theory, although not within the old
framework (the liberal public sphere). Among these elements
are the categories of generality, equal opportunity, and univer
sality of norms. The future society is expressly defined as a
"world society" ; its goals include democratization and politiciza
tion of its members (both constant themes of Habermas) . It is
noteworthy that Habermas now seems dissatisfied with these
concepts, as they do not appear well suited for characterizing the
specific nature of the postulated collective identity. In contrast to
the traditional concept of politics anchored in institutions,
Habermas stresses the subpolitical character and informal struc
ture of the new collective identity. He mentions grass-roots
interest groups [Bürgerinitiative] as an example of this public
sphere, for their mark of distinction is that they bypass official
channels of communication and standard mechanisms of politi
cal decision-making. "The concept of democratization does not
really describe this phenomenon, because such interest groups
62 Ibid. , p. 1 1 4 .
63Ibid., p. 1 1 5.
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rarely extend the margins of effective participation in political
decision-making. Their real accomplishment lies in changing the
interpretations of publicly recognized needs."64 It is precisely
under the conditions of a fully differentiated social system in
which traditional values and norms have been liquidated or have
lost their influential power that Habermas now postulates the
validity of a universalistic morality emerging from the funda
mental norms of rational speech. This morality, however, is not
deduced according to the form of metaphysical moral systems;
on the contrary, it represents an open, emendable system which
can be developed further through collective learning processes.
These norms are constructed from identity projections. They
"cannot claim the status of scientific theories ; they resemble,
rather, practical hypotheses whose success or failure depends on
their ability to structure a populace's understanding of itself and
its world."65 Habermas argues, against systems theory, that there
is more to be done than simply solving social tasks through plan
ning. This potential collective identity is neither exclusively
oriented toward traditional values nor exclusively a projection of
planning perspectives. Rather, says Habermas, it develops with
out goal-directed, organized action ; it comes from the com
munication of participating subjects. Habermas is careful to
make clear that neither the state nor the party organizations can
seriously stimulate this communication. Thus he states: "If a
collective identity would emerge in complex societies, it would

have a form of community identity hardly prejudiced in content
and independent of well-defined organizations. The members
would develop their identity-related knowledge about compet
ing identity projections discursively and experimentally, that is,
while critically recalling tradition and through the inspiration of
science, philosophy, and art."66 To translate this formulation
into the language of politics, Habermas is thinking of counter
public spheres which are situated beside and among partial so
cial systems and which provide for their subjects a critical dis
tance to the total system and its integrating mechanism.
6<Ibid. , pp. 1 1 6-1 7.
65Ibid., p. 1 1 8.
66Ibid. , p. 1 2 1 .
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In conclusion we should consider the current status of the
discussion in connection with the theoretical as well as the politi
cal development. The turn which is manifested in Habermas'
writings after Legitimation Crisis ( 1 973) is evidently grounded in
his political experience with grass roots interest groups in West
Germany, which have organized independently of existing par
ties and unions in the struggle against state intervention in the
citizen's quality of life. Their partial successes have demon
strated that the thesis of individual passivity in advanced
capitalism, as developed by Critical Theory, is only partially cor
recto Applying these experiences to his theory undoubtedly
brings Habermas closer to the notions of Negt and Kluge . The
structure of the early liberal public sphere as an ideal pattern is
finally abandoned. A populist concept takes its place, recalling in
sorne ways the proletarian public sphere. In agreement with his
earlier theory, however, Habermas avoids any tie between this
new public sphere and historical classes, as is the case for Negt
and Kluge despite their objections to orthodoxy. This does not
seem to me to be only a disadvantage. Unlike Negt and Kluge,
Habermas is able to escape the danger of romanticizing the
counterpublic sphere. (An interpretation romanticizes if it gen
erally and ahistorically imputes the possibility, if not the actuali
zation, of an experience of total solidarity within the proletariat
as the oppressed class.) The opposition of bourgeois and pro
letarian public sphere suggest the ópposition of society and
community. Habermas avoids such a transfiguration of histori
cal formations, which he does not find useful for the current
situation. This opposition of liberal and proletarian public
spheres might sound like Ferdinand Tonnies' juxtaposition of
society and community. Fortunately, Habermas avoids such an
idealization of historical formations-which would be les s than
usefui for the definition of the present situation-by taking up
the discussion with Luhmann's systems theory.
It would be difficult to argue that this discussion has found a
satisfactory conclusion. Habermas' populist concept is still rela
tively vague and requires specification. That could come about if
the idea of collective identity is analyzed agaimt the background
of the social structures it seeks to affect. How and why does a
collective identity arise in advanced capitalist societies against the
2 79

The Institution of Criticism

expectations of systems theory? How does it relate (as a new
public sphere) to traditional classes and their conflicts? In what
way does a new social and polítical praxis emerge from aesthetic
experimentation after the end of the autonomous work of art, as
Habermas expects ? Such questions, as yet unanswered by
Habermas, should indicate the direction of futu re debate.

