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„Af ter 9-11" is not just a sec tion ti tle of one of Habermas’ most re cent
books: Der gespaltene Westen. It is also a re minder that com ing to terms
with Habermas the phi los o pher and au thor re quires of the reader an
‘auseinandersetzung’ with the tec tonic shifts tak ing place in the world to -
day. Fun da men tal ism and ter ror, faith and knowl edge, re li gion and ra tio -
nal ity, the polar is ation within the West ern World: these themes all fea ture
prom i nently in his re cent work. But there is some thing else as well: since
his of fi cial re tire ment as uni ver sity pro fes sor in 1994 (where ‘re tire ment’
does n’t quite fit a man whose tire less ap pear ances at con gresses and prize
cer e mo nies all over the world never ceases to amaze) he seems driven by
more than just the gen eral ur gency which all in tel lec tu als feel in the face of
the cur rent world cri sis. For Habermas-the-post-war-Ger man-in tel lec tual,
for the so ci ol o gist and phi los o pher tak ing pride in his self-pre sen ta tion as a
prod uct of Al lied ‘re-ed u ca tion’ af ter 1945, the cur rent US Ad min is tra -
tion’s break with that prin ci ple of multilateralism which had guided its for -
eign pol icy for at least since FDR and the found ing of the United Na tions
seems to have been some thing of a per sonal shock. For the man whose ad -
mi ra tion for the “his tor i cal achieve ment"1 of the bour geois con sti tu tions of
the mod ern era grew in the course of a life-long anal y sis of the causes of the 
col lapse of the Weimar Re pub lic, ev ery new man i fes ta tion of „he ge monic
unilateralism“2 on the part of the US must evoke apoc a lyp tic as so ci a tions
with the di sas ters which be fell Eu rope and the rest of the world af ter the
last ‘sonderweg’ of a great power. If his tor i cal par al lels for our cur rent sit u -
a tion are ap pro pri ate at all – he says three months af ter the col lapse of the
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Twin Tow ers – it is not that of Pearl Har bor, „but rather with the af ter math
of Au gust 1914. The out break of World War I sig naled the end of a peace -
ful and, in ret ro spect, some what un sus pect ing era, un leash ing an age of
war fare, to tal i tar ian op pres sion, mech a nis tic bar ba rism and bu reau cratic
mass mur der. At the time, there was some thing like a wide spread fore bod -
ing. Only in ret ro spect will we be able to un der stand if the sym bol i cally
suf fused col lapse of the cap i tal is tic cit a dels in lower Manhattan im plies a
break of that type or if this catastrophy merely con firms, in an in hu man and
dra matic way, a long-known vul ner a bil ity of our com plex civ i li za tion.“3

But whether or not it makes sense to look for per sonal-psy cho log i cal rea -
sons be hind this much more ‘po lit i cal’ Habermas of re cent years,4 what is
clear enough is that this is no lon ger the pa tiently rea son ing lo gi cian of the
So cial Sci ences on the po dium, the schol arly his to rian of ideas, or the phi -
los o pher ‘de duc ing’ the world in its en tirety from the first prin ci ples of
com mu ni ca tive ac tion. This is a per sona who has left ac a de mia be hind him, 
whose words – suf fused with a pow er ful sense of moral and po lit i cal ur -
gency – are ad dressed at a gen eral pub lic, both Eu ro pean and in ter na -
tional.5 Less than a life time af ter the lib er a tion of the con cen tra tion camps,
the spec tre of one more mil i tant na tion al ism let loose upon the world stage
– what ever the na ture of the orig i nal prov o ca tion may have been – has set
not only Habermas’ teeth on edge. „Die Bush-Regierung hat das
220-jährige Kantische Projekt einer Verrechtlichung der internationalen
Beziehungen mit moralischen Phrasen ad acta gelegt.“6 In an swer to the
ques tion of an in ter viewer, whether the „War on Ter ror“ has turned, in the
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3 Giovanna Borradori: Phi los o phy in a time of Ter ror – Di a logues with Jürgen Habermas 
and Jacques Derrida, U. Chi cago Press, 2003, p. 26/27

4 "...it was the cae sura of 1945 that first led to an eye-open ing ex pe ri ence for my gen er a -
tion, one with out which I would hardly have ended up in phi los o phy and so cial the ory.
Over-night, as it were, the so ci ety in which we had led what had seemed to be a half way 
nor mal ev ery day life, and the re gime gov ern ing it, were ex posed as patho log i cal and
crim i nal. In this way, the con fron ta tion with the her i tage of the Nazi past be came a fun -
da men tal theme of my adult po lit i cal life. My in ter est in po lit i cal prog ress be came fo -
cused on con di tions of life that es cape the false al ter na tive of ‘Gemeinschaft’ oder
‘Gesellschaft’, ‘com mu nity’ or ‘so ci ety’. What I have in mind are, as Brecht puts it,
‘friendly’ forms of co ex is tence that nei ther for feit the gains in dif fer en ti a tion of mod ern
so ci et ies nor deny the de pend ence of up right in di vid u als on one an other – and their re -
cip ro cal re li ance on one an other." Habermas, „Pub lic space and po lit i cal pub lic sphere – 
the bio graph i cal roots of two mo tifs in my thought“. (Kyoto com mem o ra tive lec ture,
Nov. 11, 2004) c.f. also Mar tin Beck Matustik: „The Ghosts of 1945", in Jurgen
Habermas, A Philosophical-Political Profile, 2001.

5 c.f. Deut sche Welle, 03.06.2003: “Phi los o phiz ing about Eu rope’s Re birth".
6 gW, 101.



US, into a „War on Civil Rights“, he says, in the ap pro pri ately ti tled „Ein
In ter view über Krieg und Frieden“: „Die Militarisierung des Lebens nach
innen und außen, die bellizistische Politik, die sich von den Methoden des
Gegners anstecken lässt und die den Hobbistischen Staat in dem
Augenblick auf die Weltbühne zurückbringt, wo die Globalisierung der
Märkte das politische El e ment ganz an den Rand zu drücken schien, das
alles wäre von der politisch aufgeklärten amerikanischen Bevölkerung
nicht mit überwältigenden Mehrheiten quittiert worden, wenn sich die
Regierung den Schock des 11. Sep tem ber nicht mit Druck, schamloser Pro -
pa ganda und gezielter Verunsicherung zunutze gemacht hätte. Für einen
europäischen Beobachter und ein gebranntes Kind wie mich war die
systematisch betriebene Einschüchterung und Indoktrinierung der
Bevölkerung und die Einschränkung des Spektrums zugelassener
Meinungen in den Monaten Oktober/No vem ber 2002, als ich in Chi cago
war, irritierend. Das war nicht mehr ‘mein’ Amerika.“7 

This is more than ‘pol i tics’ in the lib eral sense of pri vate opin ions based
on in di vid ual val ues, how ever much one should re spect Habermas’ own in -
sis tence that his po lit i cal in ter ven tions and his philo soph i cal pub li ca tions
should not be treated as if they’re all part of a seemless ‘sys tem’, to be con -
ve niently pidgeon-holed un der the historicising la bel of ‘Habermas’ phi -
los o phy’.8 He is not the only one to fear that the cur rent US Ad min is tra -
tion’s un der min ing of the UN and other internationational or gani sa tions
has weak ened the very ba sis of in ter na tional or der at a time when eco nom i -
cally the world has be come in te grated as never be fore. Not the only one,
cer tainly. But it has taken Habermas’ spe cial ge nius to have trans ported ar -
gu ments which have been com mon cur rency since the Dialektik der
Aufklärung out of the philo soph i cal sem i nar into the pub lic do main; to
have made them plau si ble to a mass au di ence. Ven er a ble the o rems on the
‘di a lec tic’ of sub ject and ob ject, of the ‘end of the sub ject’ as sume a new
qual ity when one en coun ters them in those in ter na tional are nas in which
war and peace, invasion and diplomacy, security versus Human Rights are
being hammered out.

Seen with the ben e fit of hind sight, from this ‘post-9/11’ per spec tive,
Habermas’ in tense pre oc cu pa tion with moral the ory and law – go ing back
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8 "Was mich entsetzlich ärgert, was mich trifft, sind die Aggressionen von Leuten, die bei 

mir diese Rollendifferenzierung nicht sehen, geschweige denn respektieren, und alles
durcheinander rühren..." (Habermas in ter view in „Ästhetik und Kommunikation“,
quoted in Wiggershaus, op. cit., p. 120.)



to at least Moralbewusstsein und kommunikatives Handeln (1983), the
Tan ner Lec tures (1986), Erläuterung zur Diskursethik (1991), and then the 
sys tem atic work Faktizität und Geltung (of 1992) – ap pears in a new light.
If mod ern so ci ety is „char ac ter ised by the plu ral ism of gods and de mons“9,
in which vested in ter ests are ca pa ble of ex er cis ing power through the im po -
si tion of spu ri ous moralisms which can not bear scru tiny in the light of care -
ful anal y sis, then the re la tion ship be tween moral-eth i cal val ues, law, dem -
o cratic pro ce dures be comes the arena in which the cru cial con flicts of mo -
der nity man i fest them selves. And no where more ob vi ously so than in in ter -
na tional re la tions. Habermas as a de fender of in ter na tional or gani sa tions, a
de fender of the ‘Kantian’ pro ject for the constitutionalisation of in ter na -
tional law – „Hat die Konstitutionalisierung des Völkerrechts noch eine
Chance?“ he asks in Der gespaltene Westen.

It is per haps too early to speak – in anal ogy to the „Posi tiv ist Dis pute“ of
a gen er a tion ago – of a „Mor al ism Dis pute“ (or of a ‘le gal’ turn in Crit i cal
The ory) when one is try ing to char ac ter ize Habermas’ re cent cri tiques of
Mar tin Walzer and oth ers who de fend the no tion of a ‘Just War’ solely on
moral-eth i cal grounds. But what ever la bel is go ing to be at tached to them
in fu ture, the in tel lec tual bat tle lines are clear, and ques tions con cern ing the 
pro bity of of fi cial jus ti fi ca tions for the mo bi li za tion of mil i tary might in the 
contemporary world are not going to go away: 

„Auch eine hochmoderne Macht wie die USA fällt in den falschen
Universalismus der Alten Reiche zurück, wenn sie in Fragen der
internationalen Gerechtigkeit das pos i tive Recht durch Moral und Ethik
ersetzt. Aus der Perspektive von Bush gelten ‘unsere’ Werte als die uni ver -
sal gültigen Werte, die alle anderen Nationen zu ihrem eigenen Besten
akzeptieren sollten. Der falsche Universalismus ist ein ins Allgemeine
erweiterter Ethnozentrismus. ... Walzer gewinnt seine Kriterien, so
vernünftig sie sein mögen, allein aus moralischen Grundsätzen und
ethischen Überlegungen, nicht im Rahmen einer Rechtstheorie, die die
Beurteilung von Krieg und Frieden an inklusive und unparteiliche
Verfahren der Erzeugung und Anwendung von zwingenden Normen
knüpft.“10

But there are two more strands to his think ing in re cent years, and they
too are touched on in his im por tant ac cep tance speech in the Paulskirche in
Frank furt, on the oc ca sion of the Peace Prize be stowed on him by the Ger -
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man Pub lish ers’ and Book seller’s As so ci a tion, which had hap pened to
have been sched uled a month af ter the ter ror ist at tacks against the Twin
Tow ers and the Pen ta gon. („Der Krieg gegen den Terrorismus ist kein
Krieg, und im Terrorismus äußert sich auch – ich sage: auch – der
verhängnisvoll sprachlose Zusammenstoß von Welten, die jenseits der
stummen Gewalt der Terroristen wider Raketen eine gemeinsame Sprache
entwickeln müssen.“11)

In some ways these strands are more fa mil iar: the un in tended con se -
quences of sci ence and tech nol ogy on the one hand – in this case the dan -
gers of ge netic en gi neer ing – and on the other hand the dan gers of re li gious
fun da men tal ism. The dan gers of a re na scent eu gen ics move ment, this time
spurred on by com mer cia li sation rather than by the re ac tion ary Dar win ism
of the Ger man Right of the interbellum, he had sketched out in Die Zukunft
der menschlichen Natur. Auf dem Weg zu einer liberalen Eugenik?, shortly
be fore12, and this would doubt lessly have been the topic of his ad dress if
the at tacks in the US had not in ter vened. But these two themes are placed in 
a con text which in some ways brings Habermas closer to his pre de ces sors
Horkheimer and Adorno (once much-criti cised for their ‘pes si mism’) than
it does to the au thor of the Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns. Namely
as as pects of that cen tral ‘di a lec tic’ within mo der nity, the ten sion be tween
Faith and Rea son. The sec u lar ized world is be lea guered not so much by the
en emy ante portas, as it is by forces let loose by the pro cesses of secu lar is -
ation it self, in which an un fet tered in stru men tal rea son and re li gious
fundamentalisms threaten us as two sides of the same coin. A threat in the
face of which it is not so much the struc ture of lan guage and com mu ni ca -
tion that could show the way for ward, as much as a better un der stand ing of
the way in which a secu lar ised world is de pend ent upon the ‘trans la tion’ of
moral-eth i cal val ues whose ul ti mate foun da tion is re li gious. „Die
verlorene Hoffnung auf Resurrektion hinterlässt eine spürbare Leere.
Horkheimers berechtigte Skepsis gegen Benjamins, wie ich denke,
überschwängliche Hoffnung auf die wiedergutmachende Kraft humanen
Eingedenkens dementiert ja nicht den ohnmächtigen Impuls, am
Unabänderlichen doch noch etwas zu ändern.“ This is a Habermas who is
closer – at least on this oc ca sion – to the Neg a tive Dialektik than he is to his
own work of a decade ago.
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