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The present hegemony of the West is assumed, that is, the outcome is determined, the "diagnosis" is complete. The task remains to account for why this outcome occurred. In short, the question is, "Why did the West rise to hegemony?" Past historical events are integrated selectively to answer this question.


In the debates over postmodernism that have raged over the past ten years, those interested in defending rationality, and worried about the relativism they believe postmodernism to imply, have often turned to Habermas for support.
 Throughout his work Habermas claims that there are universal standards that we can use in making judgments. Habermas has seemed especially attractive as he shows a deep awareness of the limits to most traditional notions of reason. For Habermas, there is no a priori content to what views are to count as rational. Rather, for him, a rational viewpoint is one that was reached through a process of good argumentation. Thus, someone is said to be rational to the extent that they are willing to defend their views through arguments and respond to the force of the arguments of the partner in argumentation. From this it would follow that we could engage in arguments to settle disputes, and could use this method to undermine the abuses we have uncovered in current discourses of rationality, while still engaging in legitimizing practices. 


Many of Habermas' followers hope that this view of rationality will allow us to make critical judgments, while avoiding the obvious problem of most rationalist systems that what is taken to be rational is usually based on the prejudices and "common sense" of a particular society. In this paper I will argue that Habermas' theory of communicative rationality relies strongly on notions of common sense and, more seriously, cannot stand without the notion of western superiority on which it is founded.  


Section 1

Habermas' approach to epistemology has been described as an attempt to move beyond the dualism of objectivism and relativism.
 Habermas is critical of objectivist or transcendental approaches to epistemology, arguing that they ignore the inherent linguisiticality of truth relations. In spite of his skepticism about the possibilities of a priori grounding for truth claims, he wants to preserve some form of universalism in order to preserve the possibility of making critical judgments. As a way out of the dilemma of universalism and relativism he proposes grounding judgments in the universal requirements of the use of language. The project of "universal pragmatics" then is to reveal these universal structures and the normative implications they carry with them. In The Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas claims that a rational discourse is one in which the result is based on the uncoerced consensus of the participants in the discussion. Habermas claims to derive the universal component of his theory of rationality from the notion of the force of the better argument and from a theory of human evolution- in which we develop as we come increasingly to accept argumentation as the court of appeals for all judgments.


In the essay "Wahrheitstheorien," Habermas gives a critique of traditional approaches to epistemology and offers his consensus theory of truth as an alternative. In this essay, which is Habermas' clearest enunciation of his own epistemology, Habermas attempts to ground his theory of truth in the rules of good argumentation. The relationships between argumentation and rationality on the one hand and rationality and progress on the other are left to be developed in the Theory of Communicative Action.  


In "Wahrheitstheorien," Habermas claims that sentences can have different meanings depending on the context in which they are uttered, he further claims that these differences of meaning effect the truth content of sentences. Because of this we need to look at truth claims as arising out of propositions, or speech acts, rather than out of de-contextualized sentences. For every assertion there is a corresponding truth claim. "In the fact that I assert something, I raise the claim that the assertion is true."
  When we make assertions we raise claims to the validity of that which is asserted and these validity claims are open for justification, or what Habermas calls redemption [einlösen]. 


Habermas argues that validity claims can only be redeemed discursively, that is, through argumentation. To ground a truth claim we must resort to argumentation rather than to the evidence of experience. A statement such as "this ball is red" refers to the experience of perception of the redness of the ball, and yet its truth is a matter of the validity of the speech act of the proposition "this ball is red." Habermas argues that although "experiences appear with claims to objectivity; but this is not identical with the truth of the relevant proposition."
 This is because, according to Habermas, the truth relation we are investigating is not in the correspondence of the statement with reality, but in the truth of the proposition. Thomas McCarthy expresses Habermas' line of argument in this way:


Correspondence theories of truth are not only  unable to supply a criterion of truth (which statements correspond to reality?) independent of critical discussion: they are incapable of giving a coherent account either  of the 'ready-in-itself' to which true statements are said to correspond or of the relation of 'correspondence' that is said to obtain....The conclusion to be drawn from this line of argument is that ultimately there can be no separation of the criteria of truth from the criteria for the argumentative settlement of truth claims.
  

In place of a correspondence theory of truth Habermas argues for a consensus theory of truth. Against the charge that what he is speaking about here is not truth, but a method for ascertaining truth, Habermas claims that the method for redeeming truth claims is not external to the meaning of truth. Following Dewey, he defines truth as "warranted assertability." The truth of a statements lies in the warrantedness of what is asserted. Whether or not an assertion is warranted is not just found through argumentation, its warrantedness consists in the basis for its acceptance.
     


Since the truth of a proposition is judged through the settlement of differences through argumentation, the best basis for saying that a certain proposition is true is that it was arrived at through good argumentation and that all those participating in the discussion agree to its truth. Yet clearly, if consensus is to count as the mark of a true proposition, there must be some way to distinguish valid from invalid forms of consensus. If one participant in the discussion wields a sanction of death over other participants if they disagree, it would be hard to imagine why we should accept the agreed upon proposition as true. A rationally motivated consensus (and therefore a consensus which yields truth- or "warranted assertability") is one in which what determines the outcome of the argument is nothing but the unforced force of the better argument (der zwanglosen Zwang des besseren Arguments). In order to be sure that this is that case, the participants must allow for a stepwise radicalization in which increasingly deep questions as to the context of the discussion can be raised. 


The first step is the passage from problematized assertions, which themselves represent actions, to assertions whose controversial validity claims will be made into the object of discourse (the entry into discourse). The second step consists in the theoretical clarification of the problematized assertions, that is, in the statement (at least) of an argument within a chosen speech system (theoretical discourse). The third step is the passage to a modification of the chosen speech system to a weighing of the appropriateness of alternative speech systems (metatheoretical discourse). The last step consists in a further radicalization in the passage to a reflection on the systematic changes in the ground language.
    


The participants in the discourse must be able to move back and forth between these levels of thematization until a consensus is reached. Habermas claims that the ideal speech situation is neither an empirical phenomenon nor a pure construct: it is the unavoidable presupposition of all discourse. In "Warheitstheorien" Habermas claims that although all discussions take place in a context of space and time constraints and are limited by the real psychological constraints of the participants, its fulfillment is not an a priori impossibility.
 The idea speech situation is an effective fiction which we much always assume in discussion. 


There is a certain circularity in Habermas' explanation of why we must accept the ideal speech situation as the legitimizing ground of any discourse. He claims that we must be able to distinguish rational discourse from discourse that is based on coercion. Once we have given up on transcendental ways of grounding the rationality of a discourse, what we are left with is the notion of the force of the better argument. But why should we accept the view that we can distinguish between truth bearing and coerced forms of consensus? Habermas claims that "It belongs to the presuppositions of argumentation that in performing speech acts we counterfactually act as if the ideal speech situation were not just fictive, but real."
 


In "Wahrheitstheorien" Habermas does not attempt to ground this assertion. In an earlier work, Communication and the Evolution of Society, Habermas had first raised this issue. In the first part of that book "What is Universal Pragmatics," he defines his task as developing the thesis that "anyone acting communicatively must, in performing speech action, raise validity claims and suppose that they can be vindicated [or redeemed: einlösen]."
 


Following reconstructive methods of Piaget and Chomsky, he attempts to blend empirical with formal methods of analysis.


The paradigms introduced by Chomsky and Piaget have led to a type of research determined by a peculiar connection of formal and empirical analysis, rather than their classical separation. The expression transcendental, with which we associate a contrast to empirical science, is thus unsuited to characterizing, without misunderstanding, a line of research such as universal pragmatics.

He claims that there is an underlying structure of language such that in all speaking, the speaker raises claims to the truth, validity, normative rightness and veracity of her/his statements.


Just as Chomskian linguistics "starts from the assumption that every adult speaker possesses an implicit, reconstructible knowledge, in which is expressed his linguistic rule competence," in universal pragmatics there is a "corresponding communicative competence." Habermas claims that as with linguistic competence, communicative competence has a universal core.


A general theory of speech actions would thus describe exactly that fundamental system of rules that adult subjects master to the extent that they can fulfill the condition for the happy employment of sentences in utterances.

Habermas does not just claim that this is true by definition, ie that what we mean by instances of communicative interaction are only those speech act that raise these validity claims. Rather, he sees these validity claims as immanent to all interactive uses of language. "In the interactive use of language, the speaker proffers a speech-act-immanent obligation to provide justification."
 That is, an obligation to provide backing for the validity claims that are raised. 


One objection to this approach to language is that there are clearly many times when the users of language do not act according to this obligation. Speakers routinely lie, attempt to derail the discussion by raising points they know to be irrelevant, violate their own moral principles, or show a lack of understanding as to their own motivations. To answer this objection, Habermas moves from the formal to the empirical side of his theory. He grounds the notion of the presupposition of the ideal speech situation in his evolutionary proposition that as society develops there is an increasing thematization of validity claims such that more aspects of the society come to be ruled by the force of the better argument. Thus, his claim is not that in all speaking we attempt to live up to these validity claims, but rather, that it is in the nature of human society that as society develops there is an increasing tendency to thematize them.


In Communication and the Evolution of Society, although he states that he will defend the thesis that in all speaking we raise validity claims under the assumption that they can be discursively redeemed, he never gets beyond stating it as an assumption. In various of his later works, he claims that this tendency is proven in the advances of scientific culture.
 This is where Habermas, following the methodological approaches of Piaget and Chomsky, moves from an analytic perspective to a quasi-empirical one. Just as Piaget derives his theory of moral development from observation of the differences in the moral judgments of younger and older children, Habermas derives his theory of the development of universal pragmatics, or legitimizing language use, from observing the differences between the uses of language in more and less "scientifically" developed cultures. The argument is that we know there is something like a development of truth through the raising and redeeming of validity claims since this is what happens in a scientific culture, and we can see by the advances of science that science implies progress. It is with this set of claims that we can see the eurocentrism of Habermas' theory of communicative rationality. 


In the Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas pursues two different lines of argumentation to ground his theory of rationality. In the first part of Chapter 1 of volume 1, he argues for why it is that we should accept the force of the better argument as the foundation for the rationality of truth claims. In sections 2-4 of the same chapter he argues that there is a difference in the rational potential of "modern" and "mythical" ways of understanding the world. He does not make it especially clear what he sees as the relationship between these two lines of argument, but following on the method of rational reconstruction described above we can infer his intention. In section one we are given the transcendental part of the equation, in the following sections, the empirical. The force of the better argument is the ground for the rationality of a statement and we know this because this is the principle underlying the social forms we know to be the most developed. We know that scientific cultures are the most developed because they exhibit the quality of decenteredness which we know to be the mark of development. 


In discussing Habermas' arguments in this text, I would like to pursue these two lines of argumentation separately. There is a tendency in the literature to understand Habermas' argument to be that rationality is grounded in the concept of the force of the better argument, and yet a careful reading of the first section of the Theory of Communicative Action shows that Habermas is aware of the fundamental openness of what can be taken to be a satisfactory argument. This is why he must resort to the second part of the argument, the empirical evidence of progress to ground the first. 


It is especially important to focus on Habermas' discussion of the notion of the force of the better argument since this is commonly taken to be the what distinguishes rational from irrational discourse. Thus, someone is said to be irrational if they are unwilling to willing to submit to the force of a good argument, or to engage in argumentative practices. One advantage to looking at Habermas' discussion, of the concept "the force of the better argument" is that, contrary to many readings of him, Habermas shows that we cannot distinguish rational from irrational practices on the basis of this idea alone. A careful investigation of the notion of the force of the better argument helps undermine many arguments that are made for rationalism. 


It is because of the indeterminacy in this concept that Habermas must resort to the second, and much more problematic part of the argument, that there is an evolutionary tendency to human society and that modern Western societies are at the most advanced state yet achieved. Several commentators have pointed to the ethnocentrism of this position.
 Yet in pointing this out it is also important to notice the role this argument has in grounding Habermas' system. This position is not merely an unfortunate prejudice that can be written out of the system, rather, it is the foundation of last resort. Once we accept the openness of the concept of the force of the better argument, all we have left to ground the concept that there is something like rationality operating in the world is this evolutionary part of the argument.
 


Section 2

Habermas begins his discussion of the notion of "the force of the better argument" in the essay "Wahrheitstheorien." There he argues that what distinguishes a true from a false consensus is that the former is grounded in nothing but the uncoerced force of the better argument.
 In this essay he is mostly concerned to argue for the superiority of the consensus theory of truth over coherence approaches. His discussion of the force of the better argument focuses on the point that the truth of a proposition consists not in the correspondence to the evidence of the senses nor in the logical necessity of its elements, but rather, in the validity of the argumentative process through which it is redeemed. 


We have already shown that Habermas believes that correspondence to the evidence of the senses cannot be what grounds the truth of a speech act, since speech acts cannot be stripped of their linguisiticality. Habermas uses the work of Stephen Toulmin to support the view that it also cannot be grounded in the logic of the proposition. In Human Understanding and The Uses of Argument, Toulmin argues that there is an unavoidable gulf between formal logic and the truth of most propositions. Logic helps us to sort out the relations between elements of an argument. But, Toulmin claims, in real argumentation the relations argued about almost never amount to relations reducible to logic. 



In many situations, the propositions we put forward as known are of one logical type, but the data and warrant-backing which we produce in their support are of other types. We make assertions about the future, and back them by reference to data about the present and past; we make assertions about the remote past and, and back them by data about the present and recent past; we make general assertions about nature, and back them by the results of particular observations and experiments..... We often find ourselves in the sorts of situation of which these are samples, and already the central difficulty should be apparent. For, if we are going to accept claims to knowledge as "justifiable" only where data and backing between them can entail the proposition claimed as known, it is open to question whether any of these sample claims to knowledge are going to prove "justifiable."

Toulmin uses this to argue that logic can at most be a help in settling arguments, but that it is a mistake to suppose that we can ground the validity of arguments logic. Toulmin's claim is that arguments consist of a heterogeneous conglomeration of different elements. His sketch of the way arguments unfold helps us to see this heterogeneity and to see the non-logical character of most of what goes into making an argument that is taken to be valid.   


Habermas accepts this view that truth is a quality of speech acts that cannot be ascertained through direct evidence of the senses nor through logic. It can only be redeemed through the rules of good argumentation. For Habermas rationality is intimately related to argumentation.



Rationality is understood to be a disposition of speaking and acting subjects that is expressed in modes of behavior for which there are good reasons or grounds. This means that rational expressions admit of objective evaluation. This is true of all symbolic expressions that are, at least implicitly, connected with validity claims (or with claims that stand in internal relation to a criticizable validity claim). Any explicit examination of controversial validity claims requires an exacting form of communication satisfying the conditions of argumentation.

Habermas follows Toulmin in separating the rules for good argumentation from the rules of formal logic. Thus he writes,To the extent that arguments are conclusive in the sense of logical inference, they do not bring anything new to light; and to the extent that they have any substantive content at all, they rest on insights and needs that can be variously interpreted in terms of changing frameworks or 'languages,' and that, therefore, do not provide any ultimate foundations.


What is needed then to ground judgments is a way to access the validity of arguments. As an alternative to the over reliance on logic, Toulmin offers a schematic of the elements of argumentation. An argument consists of four elements: Data (D), Conclusion (C), Warrant (W) and Backing (B).

                D-------------------> So C  

                        Since W                                                         

                    On Account of B

As an example : 

 Harry was born  -------------------> So:   Harry is a

    in Bermuda                             British subject                                 Since:

                    A man born in Bermuda 

                  will be a British subject

                        Because:

                 The following legal statutes 

                 and other legal provisions        

One of Toulmin's goals in schematizing the structure of argumentation is to show the relations between terms and to point out where it is open to different sources of validity.
 He thus shows us where in the course of a typical argument what sorts of questions tend to be asked. One important thing to notice for our discussion of Habermas is that there can be an infinite chain of backings to any warrant. A backing only counts as sufficient when it has reached a point where the person being argued with has been convinced. There is no logically necessary endpoint. In fact, Toulmin shows that while logic can help us in sorting ut these relations in argument, it has nothing to do with the satisfactoriness of a backing. This is because of the heterogeneous nature of the terms involved. 


Habermas uses Toulmin's work to show the particular structure of validity claims raised in speech acts. Toulmin had attempted in his work to caution against a misleading conflation of the validity of an argument with the rules of formal logic. Toulmin does not see his position as implying relativism. He argues that in different practical domains, or what Habermas refers to as institutional frameworks, there are different standards of rationality which operate. In The Uses of Argument Toulmin writes:



We must study the ways of arguing which have established themselves in any sphere, accepting them as historical facts; knowing that they may be superseded, but only as the revolutionary advance in our methods of thought. In some cases these methods will not be further justifiable- at any rate by argument: the fact that they have established themselves in practice may have to be enough for us.

Toulmin is content to accept the seeming advances of science, the seeming legitimacy of law and the seeming sensibleness of historical accounts as the basis for our accepting them as legitimate. He can be content with this level of acceptance of the given since he does not set out to be a critical theorist, but merely to encourage us to look at argument in a new way. 


For Habermas, Toulmin's answers to the questions of the validity of arguments is unsatisfactory. He claims that Toulmin's position relies on our acceptance of "preexisting notions of rationality."
 It cannot give us the basis for distinguishing valid from invalid consensually achieved decisions. For this, Habermas claims, we must be able to distinguish conventional, context dependent claims from universal validity claims.
 Habermas claims that while universal validity claims raised in a statement are only recognized with reference to the context in which they are raised, their validity is not constituted by their context.
 All statements contain universal, context independent validity claims. 


Habermas cuts off his discussion before explaining wherein the universality of validity claims consists, but we know from "Wahrheitstheorien" that he sees it as growing out of the ideal speech situation. When all participants in the discussion are able to raise questions at all of the various entry points in Toulmin's schematic of argumentation, then we can be assured that the conclusion reached is warranted, or true. When Habermas claims that in the ideal speech situation the force of the better argument is what determines the outcome of the discussion, he means that all extraneous constraints have been removed.  


In assessing Habermas' claim it is important to note here that he has not explicitly told us what it is that gives an argument "force." We know that it cannot be formal logic, since any argument contains a manifold of relations and claims that cannot be reduced to formal logic. Toulmin is content with categorizing the different types of claims that go into making up a good argument to give us clarity as to what we do in arguing. The operative concept of force for Toulmin is that which we have left after people stop raising questions, that is, when the participants find the warrants, backing, data, etc.to be acceptable.


The problem with conceiving the force of an argument this way, for Habermas, is that he needs the concept to do more than this. He uses the possibility of arguments being redeemed through the force of the better argument as the ground for his claim that we can make universally valid judgements. He uses his believe that there is some notion of universal truth that we can appeal to show as limited the views of post-modernists and members of the older Frankfurt school. 


If we rest content with the view that rationality is nothing but a discourse taken to be legitimate on the basis of our ability to say what it is that we want to say, there is nothing left to distinguish the rationalities of different cultures or social groups. The problem with using the ideal speech situation alone as the ground of our concept of rationality is that according to it, no consensus is valid. The ideal speech situation functions only as a negative critical tool. We can use it to continually raise objections to statements being made, but it gives no positive basis for claiming the validity of assertions. The members of two different cultural groups could find satisfaction in two completely different conclusions, on the basis of differences in their existential needs, cultural beliefs and values. On the basis of the ideal speech situation there is no reason to believe that different social groups would accept the same outcomes as warranted. Yet Habermas is clear that truly rational decisions would have universal validity. He uses his theory of the ideal speech situation and the force of the better argument to ground the view that there is something special about modern Western rationality.  



In his discussion of the work of Wolfgang Klein, Habermas argues that we must be able to distinguish power from validity. "The logic of argumentation requires a conceptual framework that permits us to take into account the phenomenon of the peculiarly constraint-free force of the better argument."
 This is required so that we can distinguish a priori valid from invalid forms of consensus. In criticizing Klein's view that we cannot make this distinction a priori, Habermas writes, "There is lacking a concept of rationality that would make it possible to establish internal relations between what is valid 'for them' and what is valid 'for us'."
 This is a repetition of the argument found throughout The Philosophical Discourse of the Modern. Adorno and Horkheimer, Foucault, Nietzsche and many others fail because they are not able to recognize the "peculiarly constraint free force of the better argument." 


Habermas insists that the Ideal Speech Situation is more than a counterfactual- it is an unavoidable presupposition of all communicative speech. In using language we assume that the truth of our statements will be redeemed through the force of the better argument. We must assume that there is a truth giving property that exists outside of the power relations that de facto often determine the outcomes of arguments.  But what is this property if it is not logic? 


Section 3

It is in answering this question that Habermas shifts from the transcendental to the empirical side of his argument. Since he wants the force of the better argument to be more than the empty space opened up by the lack of power relations in discourse, he must find a source for its content. He seems to be at least partially aware of the problem of giving meaning to the concept of the force of an argument. The fact that he uses Toulmin, and criticizes his relativist conclusions, shows that he is aware of the depth of the problem, since Toulmin gives an excellent critique of the conventional understanding that the force of an argument rests in its logical validity. It is his inability to satisfactorily account for the source of the force of arguments that leads him to switch to the next line of attack in his argument. The progress of science shows that something like the force of the better argument must be operating. 


In switching from the transcendental to the empirical side of his argument, Habermas must now switch from saying wherein consists the rationality of a specific discussion to wherein consists the rationality of a culture. Habermas acknowledges that something more than the force of the better argument is needed to ground his theory of rationality, thus, he writes:

 

Even when we are judging the rationality of individual persons, it is not sufficient to resort to this or that expression. The question is rather, whether A or B or a group of individuals behaves rationally in general; whether one may systematically expect that they have good reasons for their expressions.... When there appears a systematic effect in these respects, across various domains of interaction and over long periods (perhaps even over the space of a lifetime), we also speak of the rationality of a lifeworld shared not only by individuals but by collectives as well.

Habermas then goes on to ask what lifeworld structures go into making rational action orientations of individuals possible. He pursues the answer to this question through an engagement with the various essays collected in the volume Rationality.
 These essays, written mainly by Anthropologists and Sociologists, deal with the question of whether or not it is possible to talk about rationality cross-culturally.  


In this section, Habermas attempts to make clear what it is that distinguishes the modern from mythical world views. For him, mythical world views are characterized by their totalizing power. "The deeper one penetrates into the network of a mythical interpretation of the world, the more strongly the totalizing power of the savage mind stands out."
 All information is processed through a single interpretive framework. One consequence of this is that people with mythical worldviews are not able to make the distinctions we moderns take to be fundamental. In particular, they do not permit a clear differentiation between nature and culture. "We can understand this phenomenon to begin with as a mixing of two object domains, physical nature and sociocultural environment."
  


One of the problems with a mythical worldview according to Habermas is that from within its parameters judgments can only be dogmatically asserted. This he argues is because, 


mythical worldviews prevent us from categorically uncoupling nature and culture, not only through conceptually mixing the objective and social worlds but also through reifying the linguistic worldview. As a result the concept of the world is dogmatically invested with a specific content that is withdrawn from rational discussion and thus from criticism.

What Habermas sees as a dogmatic conflation of the subjective and objective worlds protects the culture from being able to raise validity claims that require the ability to step back from the culture and view it externally. Thus, Habermas argues that what distinguishes mythical from modern world views is their differing degrees of openness. A closed world view is characterized by an "insufficient differentiation among fundamental attitudes to the objective, social, and subjective worlds; and the lack of reflexivity in worldviews that cannot be identified as worldviews, as cultural traditions."
  


At the end of this section, Habermas makes clear that with this distinction between closed and open world views he still has not grounded the rationality of open world views. 


Of course this does not yet prove that the supposed rationality expressed in our understanding of the world is more than a reflection of the particular features of a culture stamped by science, that it may rightfully raise a claim to universality.
 

This necessitates the next step to the argument, an answer to the question as to why we should take the "openness" of a worldview as indication of its rationality. 


Central for this part of Habermas' argument is his engagement with the work of Peter Winch. Basing his approach to epistemology in the work of the late Wittgenstein, Winch argues that there is no perspective from which we could ground the universality or superiority of our own world view. Winch claims that since each language has its own notions of reality and truth, there is no neutral perspective from which we could say that science registers them correctly.
 Winch is critical of anthropological approaches that claim the peoples they study are irrational because of the logical contradictions that could be found in the statements they make. This claim is based on a category mistake, the beliefs of members of the studied culture are not scientific theories at all, and thus should not be seen as bad scientific theories. Where we might see logical contradictions, we may be missing something like shifts in level of meaning. 


After raising these issues from Winch, Habermas answers by using Robin Horton's Popperian idea that open worldviews promote learning and hence promote species development. He uses this as a defense against Winch's relativism. According to Habermas and Horton, Winch may be right that we cannot judge the rationality of a worldview on the basis of its sharing with us views we take to be scientifically grounded, nor on the basis of our being able to find what look to us like logical contradictions in their utterances about the world. According to Habermas, Horton, 


accepts Winch's view that the structures of worldviews are expressed in forms of life, but insists on the possibility of evaluating worldviews, if not be their degree of cognitive adequacy, then by the degree to which they hinder or promote cognitive learning processes.
    

Habermas quotes from Horton's essay:


In other words, absence of any awareness of alternatives makes for an absolute acceptance of the established theoretical tenets, and removes any possibility of questioning them. In these circumstances, the established tenets invest the believer with a compelling force.

Habermas claims that the distinction closed versus open provides a context independent standard for judging the rationality of worldviews.
 


Habermas raises the point that in a scientific culture there are many beliefs held as sacred, that is, as not open to criticism. But, he argues that this means that our culture is not as completely open as it could be. One such position is our hypostatization of cognitive-instrumental rationality as the only legitimate form of rationality. Here, Habermas attempts to slip his own conclusions into the discussion in his usual deceptive style. Why this counts as an example of the closedness of our worldview rather that the claim that there is such a thing as a universal rationality, or that the West is more progressive than the rest of the world, for example, is never explained.         


Habermas claims that an open worldview must "be able to" distinguish between the different types of rational action spheres: cognitive, moral and expressive. In order to be able to do this, they must "be able to" make a clear distinction between nature and culture. The reason that this is required is that Habermas argues that it is only when we have made these distinctions that we are able to see how the various validity claims that are inevitably raised in language use can be redeemed. 


The problem with Habermas' view here, is that it seems as though the elements of our own world view which we must hold as sacred are precisely those required for Habermas' own conclusions. An open worldview must distinguish between nature and culture because otherwise how could we ground our theory of communicative action? And we need some way to ground the rationality of at least some aspects of our modern worldview because without this we fall into relativism, which cannot account for the progress he claims we know to be exhibited by modern Western culture.  


Section 4


In his attempts to give positive content to his theory of rationality Habermas runs into problems finding the sources for his grounding. It is also here that the hegemonic side of his position comes into play. In his casual discussion of what we should take in actual discussions as the force of the better argument, we can see that he appeals to dominant conceptions of common sense. When Habermas wants us to understand what he means by the force of the better argument, he uses Toulmin's schema of argumentation to show the different points at which further argumentation can be asked for. He then claims that when we are able to raise all of the claims we want to at these various points, nothing but the force of the better argument will coerce our agreement. But when he characterizes the rational person, it is clear that, in the absence of the realization of the ideal speech situation, the rational person is the one who agrees with the expectations grounded in existing value systems.


In contexts of communicative action, we call someone rational not only if he [sic] is able to put forward an assertion and, when criticized, to provide grounds for it by pointing to appropriate evidence, but also if he is following an established norm and is able, when criticized, to justify his action by explicating the given situation in light of legitimate expectations. We even call someone rational if he makes known a desire or an intention, expresses a feeling or a mood, shares a secret, confesses a deed, etc., and is then able to reassure critics in regard to the revealed experience by drawing practical consequences from it and behaving consistently thereafter.

But what should the person do if the evidence she gave were not considered "appropriate," the expectations referred to not accepted as "legitimate" or the critics so threatened by the proposition as to not be able to be "reassured"? While on the most open reading of the ideal speech situation, we could criticize the dogmatism of the critics who do not accept a proposition because they are threatened by it, it is not clear how we could ever know when this is the case and when it is the case that the person making the threatening proposition was simply being hysterical. The notion of the force of the better argument must always rely on the interpretive framework out of which a person is operating and there is no way to bridge the gap separating different positions using nothing but argumentation.


In discussing the rationality of preferences, Habermas claims that some idiosyncratic preferences are rational, in that they can be justified "in such a way that other members of their lifeworlds can recognize in these descriptions their own reactions to similar situations." But, he goes on, if the others cannot so recognize themselves, the preference is to be deemed irrational. Some idiosyncratic preferences are innovative in an aesthetic sense, most however, 


follow rigid patterns; their semantic content is not set free by the power of poetic speech or creative construction and thus has a merely privatistic character. The spectrum ranges from harmless whims, such as a special liking for the smell of rotten apples, to clinically noteworthy symptoms, such as a horrified reaction to open spaces. Someone who explains his libidinous reaction to rotten apples by referring to the 'infatuating,' 'unfathomable,' 'vertiginous' smell, or who explains his panicked reaction to open spaces by their 'crippling,' 'leaden,' 'sucking' emptiness, will scarcely meet with understanding in the everyday contexts of most cultures.... Anyone who is so privatistic in his attitudes and evaluations that they cannot be rendered plausible by appeal to standards of evaluation is not behaving rationally.

Given his understanding that the ideal speech situation is a counter-factual, it is hard to see why Habermas believes that we should judge as irrational someone whose views are incomprehensible to others. In real life, those who win arguments are often those whose views accord with dominant preconceptions. This is because such a view can be supported with a minimum of validity claims raised. It can rely on a whole range of background assumptions not available to a more unusual position. Thus, part of the power of the force of an argument comes from the inertia of preconceived ideas. 


A defender of Habermas might want to argue here that any argument that relies on the weight of preconceived ideas is not a valid one. The point we are making here, however, is that given the fact that arguments tend to work this way, Habermas has given us no principle by which to distinguish valid real empirical arguments from invalid ones. If he gives up on this and limits the ideal speech situation to a counterfactual, then he cannot use it to judge anyone to be irrational, including those who refuse to engage in arguments because they see the discursive terrain as weighted against them. 


In Habermas' argument about the differences between open and closed worldviews we run into another set of problems. On the methodological level there is a problem with how we could ever judge a worldview as embodying progress, since notions of progress are always already embedded in worldviews. Habermas attempts to get out of this paradox through a metaphorical use of Piaget. Leaving aside the enormous problems with hidden assumptions in Piaget's work, it is questionable if this paradigm can be appropriately used, as Habermas does, to judge entire world views.
 Piaget used what he took to be empirical facts about how children change as they grow older to be the foundation for a theory of progress in moral development. His theory has some plausibility when limited to the moral development of those children he watched develop. The ideal type Piaget develops is grounded in the evidence of his experiments. 


This cannot be the case for Habermas' use of the method of empirical reconstruction. He begins with Piaget's view that as children develop they tend increasingly to separate their subjective worlds from the objective world. Habermas extrapolates from this to argue that a decentering of the ego is the sign of a developed worldview. But, given that fact that Piaget worked with middle class Swiss boys, isn't it possible that what he observed was their progressive taking on of the conceptual framework needed to function in their own society?
 It is not clear why we should interpret the fact that people in the so called modern world have more of a tendency to separate themselves off from the world than members of some other cultures as a sign of progress, rather than as a sign of how our worldview organizes experience. 


As with the ideal speech situation, the moment that Habermas moves from positing an abstract concept to filling it out, the truly problematic aspects of his theory come to view. At the end of section I.4, in which he explains the difference between modern and mythical worldviews, Habermas tells us what some of the necessary characteristics of a decentered worldview are. In order for a culture to permit rational action orientations it must exhibit the following characteristics: 


a) The cultural tradition must make available formal concepts for the objective, social, and subjective worlds....b) The cultural tradition must permit a reflexive relation to itself; it must be so far stripped of its dogmatism as to permit in principle that interpretations stored in tradition be placed in question and subjected to critical revision.... c) In its cognitive, moral, and evaluative components the cultural tradition must permit a feedback connection with specialized forms of argumentation to such an extent that the corresponding learning processes can be socially institutionalized.... d) Finally, the cultural tradition must interpret the lifeworld in such a way that action oriented to success can be freed from the imperatives of an understanding that is to be communicatively renewed over and over again and can be at least partially uncoupled from action oriented to reaching understanding.

Note here that these elements do not grow out of decentering itself, rather they are characteristics of a worldview that is taken to be decentered. Habermas does not explain why it is that a worldview must have these characteristics.
 The way that our society separates nature from culture is a precondition for the entire edifice, and yet feminists and theorists of racism have pointed out in a number of different ways just how this distinction has been used hegemonically.
 If this separation is something that must be accepted for a rational world orientation, then we have violated precondition b) by holding a principle as above question and we have biased our conception of rationality in favor of those who share the dominant conceptions.


Conclusion

Having rejected transcendental, correspondence and coherence notions of rationality and truth, Habermas wants to still defend some notion of universal truth. Habermas believes that we must hold on to some notion of universal truth if we are to engage in linguistic practices, since in speaking we always implicitly assert the truth of what is asserted. But does all speaking imply the specific politics of truth that Habermas has in mind? One can accept the claim that in speaking we raise implicit validity claims, without accepting that there is an unavoidable reference to truth as a universal. It is in making the transition from asserting that language implies legitimating practices to the claim that these legitimating practices have universal implications that Habermas' position runs into problems. Habermas' universalism is never satisfactorily grounded in his system and it is through the assumptions of universalism that Habermas' most politically questionable claims get raised. Postmodernism has been used effectively to challenge the eurocentrism at the core of much theorizing in the West. Those wanting to defend universal notions of truth without falling into eurocentrism had best look to another source for support. 
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