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Concept and definition

Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics and Dis course Eth ics are two terms, used mostly in -
ter change ably in the lit er a ture, for the eth i cal the o ries of Jürgen Habermas
and Karl-Otto Apel. Habermas him self tends to use ‘dis course eth ics’ as a
de scrip tion of Apel’s work, and ‘Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics’ for his own. The
‘com mu ni ca tive’ re fers how ever not to com mu ni ca tion in the or di nary
sense of the word (a wide spread mis con cep tion) but to the Theorie des
kommunikativen Handelns, and to the ‘uni ver sal prag matic’ ap proach to
the moral-eth i cal and cog ni tive aspects of human interaction therein
expounded.

The term ‘Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics’ is used mostly in three dif fer ent con -
texts: 

• in the context of the ‘rational reconstruction’ of moral judgements
and morally relevant actions in every-day, ‘ordinary-language’ types 
of situations; (including an examination of the different stages
which moral-ethical judgements go through during childhood and
adolescence, and especially their function in psychodynamics;)

• in the context of an examination of the normative foundations of the 
social sciences;

• in the context of a meta-ethical examination of the types of
strategies available to actors (both individual and collective)
motivated to seeking consensual resolutions for (economic, political, 
everyday) conflicts of interest.
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Historical development

Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics strad dles the two dif fer ent, self-con sciously sec u lar 
tra di tions of eth i cal thought as these have evolved in Eu rope and in the
Eng lish-speak ing world over the last two centuries:

1) Kantian dualism and the antinomies of abstract
subjectivity.

In com mon with all sec u lar schools of thought since Des cartes and Kant on
the con ti nent, Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics seeks an an swer to the du al ism char -
ac ter is tic of all mod ern, ‘West ern’, post-en light en ment’ thought, based as
this is on the „free and au ton o mous sub jec tiv ity“ es tab lish ing it self in the
course of the ‘Rad i cal En light en ment’ (Jon a than Is rael) sweep ing Eu rope
from the mid dle of the sev en teenth cen tury on wards – ex press ing it self eth -
i cally in the sys tems of Spinoza and Kant, po lit i cally in the re pub li can ism
of the French Rev o lu tion, le gally in en trenched constitutions designed for
the protection of individual rights.

But if free dom and au ton omy of the in di vid ual was to be the foun da tion
of all else, some thing ‘cat e gor i cally’ dif fer ent from the ‘determinisms’ said 
to gov ern only in the world of na ture, the prob lem be comes: how is the re la -
tion ship be tween au ton o mous in di vid u al ity and the State on the one hand,
to wards Na ture on the other, to be con ceived. For the cat e gor i cal im per a -
tive – „Han dle nur nach derjenigen Maxime, durch die du zugleich wollen
kannst, daß sie ein allgemeines Gesetz werde“ (Kant: Grundlegung der
Metaphysik der Sitten) – is to some con sid er able de gree the ex pres sion of
an in ner and pri vate mo ral ity which has cut it self loose from pos i tive law
and from the laws of na ture – let alone from moral truths as interpreted by
religious authority.

For Hegel and Ger man Ide al ism this ‘cat e gor i cal im per a tive’ hence has a
‘Ja nus-face’ to it. In the prin ci ple that „... als moralisches Wesen [ist] der
Mensch frei, über alles Naturgesetz und Erscheinung erhaben“ (Hegel,
Vorlesung über die Geschichte der Philosophie, 20/364) it sees a
world-his tor i cal eman ci pa tion from all ‘heteronomy’ and sub or di na tion,
an eman ci pa tion from ‘Feu dal ism’, the very ba sis of the eth i cal uni ver sal -
ism of mo der nity, but it sees in it also, at the same time, a par a dox which on
purely Kantian pre mises re mains in sol u ble: how this ‘di a lec tic’ of ‘sub jec -
tiv ity’ and ‘ob jec tiv ity’ at all lev els of re al ity is to be con ceived, how the
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‘ought’ and the ‘is’ are to be rec on ciled, how the ob vi ous po lit i cal de nial of
in di vid ual free doms all over the world is to be over come. Kantian eth ics,
based on the free will of the au ton o mous in di vid ual, leaves be hind it a
‘within’ and a ‘with out’ of things which for nine teenth-cen tury phi los o phy
seemed – in as much as it re mained ‘pure phi los o phy’ – both un ac cept able
and in sol u ble. Be sides, it was al ways in dan ger, as Hegel was the first to
have made plau si ble, pre cisely be cause of its ‘ab stract’ (‘undialectical’,
‘un re flect ed’) na ture, of split ting up into pos i tiv ism at the level of cog ni -
tion, ego ism and sen su al ism at the level of the emo tions, and fun da men tal -
ism at the level of eth ics. In political terms: the line between Kantian
autonomy and neo-liberal ideology was a thin one, already in Hegel’s time.

Hegel’s way of deal ing with this di lemma was, amongst other things, to
work out:

• just what the institutional preconditions would need to be for the
society envisaged in Kant’s Zum ewigen Frieden to become possible 
in reality – a task which appeared all the more urgent as the French
Revolution had just provided a graphic pointer to everything that
was likely to go wrong once ‘subjective idealism’ started to become
politically assertive. If the blueprint for that world based on Kantian
ethics which Hegel sketched in the Rechtsphilosophie bore,
according to his critics, an uncanny resemblance to the Prussian
State, it was nevertheless so that Hegel was the first to have put his
finger on a very modern problem, namely the increasingly obvious
tension between morality and legitimacy in contemporary society. If 
after Hegel’s death his system fell into disrepute, that only made the
conflict for which the system had been the putative solution all the
more intractable: the conflict between individual freedoms and the
rule of law – in a society which already in Hegel’s day was
polarising along class lines. Not to mention the speed with which
autonomous individuality would turn into support for the
nationalism and militarism that was to tear post-Napoleonic Europe
apart a scant eighty years later.

• just what the ‘genetic’ (historical) origins were of that freedom and
autonomy which Kant had epitomised as the ‘spirit of the age’ – but
had treated only formally, rather than in its process of ‘becoming’.
This is what Hegel sets out to do in the Phänomenologie des Geistes 
and then in the Logik. Through a process of phenomenological
‘reflection’ the individual traces out his or her ‘mediations’, all the
way from the objective world of nature and society into which we
are all born, through to the subjective ‘being-in-the-world’ which, if
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all goes well, we come to inhabit as rational and ethically
responsible adults. With that Hegel initiates a form of analysis – a
non-deductive, ‘transcendental’ or ‘speculative’ grounding for
ethical and other intuitions for which Habermas would later coin the 
term ‘rational reconstructions’ – which would retain its validity long 
after the rest of the Hegelian system had succumbed to the
scientistic spirit that would sweep through the European universities 
in the decades after Hegel’s death.

This spe cific He geli an and then ‘Left-He geli an’ way of com ing to terms
with the ‘con tra dic tions’ of the West ern, ‘En light en ment’ tra di tion in eth -
ics and law is radi cal ised in the move ment from Marx through to the Frank -
furt School, which co mes in creas ingly to see in the ubiq uity of so cial and
po lit i cal con flict (in the ‘ob jec tive contraditions’) the very first and most
press ing re al ity to be dealt with by all ‘meta-eth i cal’ and ‘practical’
discourses.

But in this very ubiq uity of so cial con flict at all lev els of so ci ety, which
for our own age has be come so ev i dent, there is also some thing in the way
of a ‘proof’ of the dif fi culty, un der cur rent con di tions, of bas ing a uni ver -
sal ist ic ethic on per sonal opin ion and on the con science of the in di vid ual.
Sub jec tiv ity as a ba sis for a uni ver sal ist ic ethic be comes in creas ingly un -
der mined in an age in which con science and self-pres er va tion have become 
‘opposites’. (Horkheimer 1941)

2) The logic of predication in language use, and the
antinomies of abstract objectivity.

From a purely sci en tific per spec tive, bas ing it self on the stand point of
value-neu tral ity and the quasi-ex per i men tal replicability of re search re -
sults, eth ics (to gether with art, mu sic, re li gion) is as signed to the purely
spu ri ous sphere of pri vate opin ion and sub jec tive ‘value-judge ments’.
Mean ing ful state ments, to quote Searle on the ‘Ver i fi ca tion prin ci ple’ on
which Phi los o phy of Lan guage was pre mised dur ing its hey day, „are ei ther 
an a lytic on the one hand or em pir i cal and syn thetic on the other“, ev ery -
thing else is con sid ered mean ing less or purely emo tive. (Searle 1971, 5.)
Or: „Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muß man schweigen“, in
the words of its most fa mous ad vo cate, Lud wig Wittgenstein. But even in a
‘Tractatus-World’ there’s still the old un re solved Plato/Ar is totle con tro -
versy, con cern ing the re la tion ship of ‘physei’ and ‘thesei’, be tween ‘body’
and ‘mind’, be tween ob jects and sense cer tainty on the one hand and the
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con cepts which we in vent in or der to ‘de note’ them on the other. Against
the ‘cor re spon dence’ the ory of truth which he had him self cham pi oned so
ef fec tively Wittgenstein would be the first to re bel, and this would lead the
way to an ex am i na tion of the pragmatics of lan guage, start ing with his own
no tion of ‘lan guage-games’. Strawson, Aus tin and Searle would in their
turn build on this and, in the course of the so-called ‘lin guis tic turn’, do
much to al le vi ate the one-sidedly cog ni tive bias so char ac ter is tic of An a -
lytic Phi los o phy to this day.

It has been Habermas’ po si tion, at least since the Theorie des
kommunikativen Handelns, that a res o lu tion to the Strawson-Aus -
tin-Searle-Chomsky de bate on the re la tion ship of sen tence-pro duc tion on
the one hand (syn tax, se man tics, gram mar) and speech acts on the other
(the ‘illo cu tion ary’, prag matic as pects of lan guage-per for mance) is to be
achieved by mov ing the de bate about truth con tent en tirely away from
sym bol- and sen tence-mean ing to the pragmatics of lan guage use. The ac -
cep tance of ut ter ance ‘p’ by hearer ‘h’ then be comes a mat ter of the suc cess 
or fail ure of the va lid ity claims (con sid ered to be an thro po log i cally uni ver -
sal for our spe cies) that speaker raises by ut ter ing ‘p’. That is, in ut ter ing
‘p’, I claim for this state ment: i) cog ni tive truth; ii) moral-prac ti cal ‘ap pro -
pri ate ness’ (in clud ing my right to be mak ing this state ment in this con text
at this mo ment); iii) that this does indeed correspond to my inner
convictions (condition of ‘veracity’).

On this the ory of truth, ‘or di nary lan guage’ has just as many mech a nisms
for the rais ing, con test ing, sup port ing, pro claim ing of moral-eth i cal claims
(in prac ti cal dis courses) as it has for the anal o gous func tion of rais ing, con -
test ing, ac knowl edg ing the cog ni tive claims thematised in the o ret i cal
discourses. (Swindal, 2001)

From the point of view of West ern Phi los o phy as a whole, it is clear that
Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics in tro duces, within An a lytic Phi los o phy’s own
ambit, ques tions which in the ‘di a lec ti cal’ tra di tion once went un der the
head ing of the ‘re flec tion’ of ‘spirit’ and ‘mind’ – with the dif fer ence that
this time these is sues are be ing raised not within the ide al ist, but within the
em pir i cist tra di tion. If the ‘va lid ity claim’ for the moral-eth i cal as pect of
speech acts is an ‘an thro po log i cally uni ver sal’ com po nent of all hu man
com mu ni ca tion, then there’s a re la tion ship there to be worked out be tween
norms and val ues, prac ti cal dis courses, and so cial in te gra tion, which the
objectivistic main stream in the so cial sci ences has missed because of an
unnecessarily restrictive methodology.

5



Systematic perspective

What are the eth i cal foun da tions of the ‘globalised’ world sys tem to which
we seem to be mov ing and which will de ter mine our col lec tive fate? For the 
Frank furt School and for Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics this is a ques tion which
ac quires its ur gency not so much on the o ret i cal as on prac ti cal grounds. Af -
ter the world wars of the past cen tury and the less than aus pi cious start to
the pres ent one, the ‘le git i ma tion cri sis’ af flict ing West ern so ci et ies (and
even more so the in ter na tional sys tem) is not some thing that needs to be
‘proved’ – it can be read about in the pa pers ev ery day. Ne ol o gisms like
‘9/11’, ‘WMD’, ‘mil i ta rized an thrax’, ‘war on ter ror’ are a re minder that,
in an in creas ingly frac tious and con flict-rid den world, eth ics (or rather its
ob vi ous ab sence) has be come an is sue of global im port. This is per haps
why the pop u lar hopes some times pro jected onto Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics
have come to ac quire, at times, al most mes si anic over tones. („Two world
wars and per sis tent re gional con flicts made the 20th cen tury one of the
most vi o lent pe ri ods in hu man his tory. Prof. Habermas, who lived in Ger -
many dur ing World War II, has fo cused his life’s work and study on how to
cre ate an ideal, pub lic-minded so ci ety, free of vi o lence and op pres sion. His 
the o ries of Com mu ni ca tive Ac tion and Dis course Eth ics model the pur suit
of mu tual understanding and agreement as a basis for more democratic
social communication.“ San Diego; also Borradori 2003)

But Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics is not so much an ‘an swer’ to this ‘world
prob lem’ (no merely ac a demic dis cus sion could pos si bly get away with
such pretentions) as it seeks to re ha bil i tate, within the thor oughly rel a tiv is -
tic, at om ised and com mer cial ised uni ver sity and me dia sys tem of the West, 
the „ground ing of normativity it self“. (Dallmayr 1990, 3) How does it do
that? „By pre sent ing a lin guis tic-an a lytic foun da tion of eth ics and so cial
the ory“ ca pa ble of tak ing over the role of a „metatheoretical foun da tion for
the so cial sci ences“, as Wellmer puts it. (Wellmer 1990, 296.) 

For all that, this ‘detranszendentalisierte Vernunft’ (Habermas 2005, 27)
does not spring fully-formed upon the world stage – like Athena from the
head of Zeus –, and the sub stan tive side is more mod est than its pub lic im -
age would make one be lieve. The in tu itions which guide it lie in Ger man
Ide al ism, and in a ‘Con ti nen tal’ tra di tion which sees the moral foun da tions
of de moc racy not in ‘uni fied sci ence’, pos i tive law and un bri dled in di vid u -
al ism, but in an intersubjectively pro duced con sen sus which is al ways frag -
ile, and at times – es pe cially at a time of cri sis – in need of re-ne go ti a tion, in 
a pro cess which ‘in the fi nal anal y sis’ must be based on a uni ver sal ist ic
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ethic if it is to re main non-vi o lent. That is, it holds, just like Kant did two
cen tu ries ago, to a ‘cat e gor i cal’ dif fer ence be tween the o ret i cal and prac ti -
cal dis courses. This it no lon ger does dog mat i cally, from the point of view
of a ‘first phi los o phy’, or a ‘prima philosophia’, but rather in co op er a tion
with those ar eas of the so cial sci ences (lin guis tics, some ar eas of An a lytic
Phi los o phy, Psy chol ogy, child de vel op ment) which have made it pos si ble
to re-ex am ine some old top ics in the area of ‘mind’, ‘psy che’, and the
pragmatics of lan guage use, while at the same time over com ing the
positivistic sep a ra tion of nor ma tive eth ics and em pir i cal so cial the ory that
has dom i nated these ar eas for most of the last cen tury. Piaget’s and
Kohlberg’s stud ies of cog ni tive and eth i cal learn ing pro cesses in chil dren,
Chomsky’s extention of tra di tional lin guis tics into ar eas where uni ver sal
as pects of lan guage ac qui si tion and pro duc tion have swung into view,
com mu ni ca tion pro cesses in higher pri mates other than our selves, Aus tin’s 
and Searle’s gen er ali sa tion of Wittgensteinian ‘lan guage-games to a gen -
eral the ory of ‘speech acts’, are all prob ing as pects of ‘com mu ni ca tive ac -
tion’ in our own spe cies which are both uni ver sal (valid for all com pe tent
adult speak ers) and at the same time the prod uct of a con tin gent evo lu tion -
ary or developmental process, the stages of which can be ‘reconstructed’
empirically. (Hence: competences which are both ‘universal’ and
‘pragmatic’ at the same time.)

If the intersubjectivity of mean ing, as an anal y sis of even the sim plest of
speech acts seems to show, is based on more than the trans fer ral of cog ni -
tive-tech ni cal in for ma tion on the model of the goal-ori ented in di vid ual
seek ing to maxi mise pri vate in ter est (Grice 1971), then norms and val ues,
as well the ‘real-world’ pro cess of their thematisation, can no lon ger be de -
clared ‘mean ing less’ on the positivist model.

But Com mu ni ca tive Eth ics and the sub stan tive con cep tion of the re la -
tion ship be tween eth ics, mo ral ity and po lit i cal le git i macy on which it is
based (Habermas 1991) goes fur ther than the ‘cri tique of pos i tiv ism’ as this 
was ar tic u lated dur ing the nine teen-six ties. (Adorno 1972) The (so cial) re -
pro duc tion of a form of life such as our own seems to be tied to the
maintainance of an intersubjectivity of mean ing which can not be stripped
of its moral-eth i cal com po nents with out lead ing to the kind of ‘life-world’
pa thol o gies so typ i cal of our age: neu ro ses and other forms of men tal af flic -
tions at the level of the psy che, ‘le git i ma tion cri ses’, com pet ing
fundamentalisms and the danger of (civil) war at the level of politics.

No mod ern so ci ety seems able to main tain po lit i cal sta bil ity over time
once the ‘lifeworld’ of its cit i zens has be come so thor oughly col o nized by
tech ni cal-in stru men tal and com mer cial im per a tives that the core ar eas of
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pri mary socia li sa tion (fam ily, school, youth or gani sa tions, ed u ca tion) are
no lon ger able to ca ter for the ‘bi o log i cal-pri mal’ need for iden ti fi ca tion,
mi me sis, and rec og ni tion. From this point of view – from the point of view
of the ‘an thro po log i cal’ need for ‘iden ti fi ca tion’ – the ‘grand nar ra tives’ of
the past, cul mi nat ing in the semi-secu lar ised ‘di a lec ti cal’ con struc tions of
Ger man Ide al ism, were a lot more func tional than the ‘alien at ing’ cul ture
of a tech no cratic civ i li za tion based on the ad o ra tion of new and bel li cose
idols: those of possessive individualism, technical-bureaucratic control,
economic expansionism.
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