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Preface

Prefaces are for confessions and thanks, so I will do both. I
became interested in Habermas’s Knowledge and Human
Interests whilst working with John Urry on our Social Theory
as Science. Soon afterwards I spent a lot of time trying to sort
out what Habermas was saying, partly through many
long discussions with Linda Nicholson. My biggest thanks
are to her. After the struggle for comprehension came
near-conversion, followed soon by doubts. This book
registers them fully, but I hope also sympathetically and
constructively. Trying to come to terms with Habermas’s
work has been, as they say, a rewarding experience. And it
was helped a lot by the publication of Brian Fay’s Social
Theory and Political Practice. Here was someone who
amongst other things had succeeded in translating many of
the central themes in Habermas’s writings into the language
of analytical philosophy, in which I continue to feel most at
home. It was by using Fay’s book in teaching that I began to
work out more systematically where I agreed and disagreed
with this conception of critical social theory, aided by the
contributions of several students, especially John O’Neill.
For me, the centrepiece of Knowledge and Human
Interests is the discussion of Freud. I had already been

. interested in psychoanalytic theory, mainly in the context of

slebates about its scientific status, and had come to think that
it could best be understood, epistemologically, in terms of the

- theoretical realism presented in Socia/ Theory.as Science. 1

later became involved as a participant in various therapeutic
groups, and it is partly through those encounters that my
attltud_e towards Habermas’s interpretation of psycho-
analytic theory has emerged, one which is sceptical of the

L kind of unity he maintains between epistemology, theory,

values, and therapeutic techniques. Further, both philo-
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sophical and personal reflection suggested a more physio-
logical, somatic view of human existence than he seemed to
adopt; but I have found it difficult to provide much in the
way of a philosophical articulation of this.

Towards the end of Social Theory as Science we posed the
question of how far the Frankfurt School’s view of social
theory departed from Weber’s account of the place of
political and moral values in social science. In effect, much of
what follows can be seen to offer a view of critical social
theory that stays quite close to Weber’s position. I have
always liked Weber’s work, especially The Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism and the essays in The
Methodology of the Social Sciences. I suppose 1 became
attached to Weber before becoming attracted to Marx, and
have ever since been inteltectually and politicaily embarrassed
by this. For Weber, people say, is a bourgeois theorist; and
worse still, his bourgeois commitment is most clearly
expressed in his doctrine of value-freedom. I have always felt
there was something wrong with this accusation, and wanted
to be both Weberian and socialist. And since it is possible to
hold beliefs that may in fact be incompatible, I seem to have
succeeded.

The title of this book was at one time to have been
‘Epistemology and Politics’, which at least had the virtue of
indicating its contents. What it says is that there is little if any
connection between the two; or anyway, that the kinds of
connections that critical theorists of the Frankfurt School
have said there are, do not exist. But they are not the only
Marxist (or neo-Marxist) writers who have maintained the
existence of such links; it seems to me an almost obsessional
feature of a lot of contemporary ‘Left’ theoretical work, and
one that has tended to operate as a substitute for both
substantive theoretical analyses of late capitalist societies,
and a sustained normative critique of them. What we have
often had instead is a form of ‘ideology-critique’ that attacks
everything in sight (and not in sight) for its failure to be
‘scientific’ in the manner supposedly displayed by the texts of
Marx (and often Freud). Not that epistemology I8
unimportant; but it should not displace social theory and
politics.

ix

Finally, some more thanks. To my colleagues in the
Philosophy Department for their responses to numerous
seminar papers on Habermas over the past few years, and
especially Michael Hammond, with whom almost everything
in this book (and a lot more) has been discussed; to the
participants in meetings organized by the Radical Philosophy

_Group in Bristol, Oxford, Sussex and London; to Roy Edgley
~ and Carolyn Stone, for their comments on drafts of various

chapters; to the British Sociological Association, for the

:, opportunity of giving a version of chapter 1 as a paper at its

1980 conference in Lancaster; and to Margaret Gudgin,
Wendy Hopfl, and Ivy Thexton for typing it all more than
once.

Russell Keat
University of Lancaster
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Introduction

The critical theory of the Frankfurt School has exercised a
major influence on debates within Marxism and the
philosophy of science over the past fifty years. Starting with
the work of the School’s early members such as Max
Horkheimer and Herbert Marcuse,! many of its central
themes have more recently been developed and reconstructed
in the writings of Jirgen Habermas.’ Like his predecessors,
Habermas has aimed at articulating the distinctive
epistemological character of a kind of social theory
supposedly represented in much of Marx’s work: social
theory as critique. A critical social theory, it is argued, differs
significantly both from the positivist conception of social
science, and from the main historical alternative to this, the
hermeneutic or interpretive tradition.’

This book is an attempt to evaluate the claims made for a

" critical social theory by the Frankfurt School, and in
_ particular by Habermas. So I will begin by giving a fairly

schematic account of how critical theorists have characterized
the nature of such a theory, and follow this with an outline of
the main elements in Habermas's position that 1 will be

N examining later. But these are not intended to represent all
“the major areas of his or other critical theorists’ work. My

focus is deliberately restricted to certain epistemological and
ontological issues about social theory and its relationship to

~ political practice. So I shall not, for instance, consider the

substantive merits of Habermas’s analysis of the crisis-
potentials in late capitalist societies, or of his studies on the
developmental logic of normative structures.*

Critical theorists’ conception of a critical social theory can

_ best be understood by outlining their attitude towards the

positivist and hermeneutic alternatives.® The former is taken

~to involve a belief in the possibility of a scientific

Investigation of social phenomena which shares its
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