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1
FROM WORLDVIEWS TO THE LIFEWORLD
When we reflect theoretically on our understanding of the world and of ourselves, we speak in
terms of worldviews [Weltbilder] or Weltanschauungen. While the notion of a
‘Weltanschauung’ has the connotation of the process of comprehending the whole, the concept
of a ‘worldview’ places the emphasis more on the result of an interpretation of the world –
that is, its theoretical or representational character. Both expressions have the existential
significance of something which provides orientation – Weltanschauungen and worldviews
give us orientation in our life as a whole. This orientational knowledge must not be confused
with scientific knowledge even when it claims to represent a synthesis of currently valid
research. This explains the distanced tone of the associated terminology. When ‘worldview’
and ‘Weltanschauung’ are not used merely as pejorative expressions to distinguish philosophy
from dubious rivals,1 the preference is to apply them retrospectively to the ‘strong’ traditions
of the past. Then we mean first and foremost conceptions which can be traced back in one way
or another to the cosmological and theocentric worldviews of the Axial Age, also including
essential parts of Greek philosophy.

Even today philosophical doctrines still fulfil the function of worldviews to the extent that they
have preserved their reference to the world as a whole, to the cosmos, to world history and the
history of salvation [Heilsgeschichte], and to a process of natural evolution that includes
human beings and culture.2 Such doctrines can be justified as forms of ethical self-
interpretation; but the more or less explicit self-interpretation of a particular ethos cannot
claim universal validity any longer under modern conditions of the pluralism of worldviews.
Moreover, philosophy in the guise of postmetaphysical thinking would also be well advised to
refrain from merely producing worldviews. How can it satisfy this requirement without at the
same time sacrificing its reference to the whole? Today philosophy as a discipline is
disintegrating into the fragments of its hyphenated philosophies by specializing in
reconstructing particular competences, such as speaking, acting and knowing, or by reflecting
on the pre-existing cultural forms of science, morality, law, religion or art. Can these fragments
be reassembled to form a whole by taking the focus on the lifeworld as our starting point? The
path leading from worldviews to the concept of the lifeworld which I will sketch here suggests
that we can arrive at a non-foundational ‘non-hyphenated’ philosophy after all.

Admittedly, the world of the lifeworld is a different one from that of worldviews. It neither
signifies the sublime cosmos or an exemplary order of things, nor does it refer to a fateful
saeculum or an eon – that is, to an ordered succession of occurrences of relevance for
salvation. The lifeworld does not confront us as a theoretical object; rather, we find ourselves
in the lifeworld in a pre-theoretical sense. It encompasses and supports us insofar as we, as
finite beings, cope with the things and events we encounter in the world. Husserl speaks of the
‘horizon’ of the lifeworld and of its ‘function as a ground’ for our everyday activities. To
anticipate, the lifeworld can be described as the insurmountable, only intuitively accompanying
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horizon of experience and as the uncircumventable, non-objectively present experiential
background of a personal, historically situated, embodied and communicatively socialized
everyday existence. We become aware of this mode of existence under a variety of aspects. We
become aware of ourselves performatively as experiencing subjects who are embedded in
organic life processes, as socialized persons who are enmeshed in their social relations and
practices, and as actors who intervene in the world. What is compressed into this compact
formula cannot be contemplated like the starry heavens above us; and it is not something that
can be accepted as binding truth trusting in the word of God.

When we engage in explicit communication about something in the world, we are operating in
a milieu that has always been constructed on the basis of such performative certainties. It is the
task of philosophical reflection to bring the most general features – as it were, the architectonic
– of the lifeworld to consciousness. Therefore, this philosophical description refers not to how
the world in itself hangs together but to the conditions of our access to what takes place in the
world. All that is left of the image of the world after this anthropocentric return to the ground
and horizon of our beingin-the-world is the empty framework for possible factual knowledge.

With this, the analysis of the lifeworld background also loses the orienting function of
worldviews, which with their theoretical access to the whole also promise to provide
practical insight into how to lead our lives. Husserl nevertheless wants to extract an important
practical lesson from the phenomenology of the lifeworld, which he conceives as a strictly
descriptive enterprise. Specifically, with this concept he wants to uncover the forgotten
‘meaning foundation’ of science and thus to preserve knowledge-based society from the far-
reaching consequences of objectivism. Today the challenge posed by an excessively scientistic
form of naturalism raises a similar question – namely, whether and, if necessary, in what sense
the epistemic role of the lifeworld sets limits to a scientific revision of how people understand
themselves in their everyday lives.

I would like to test the plausibility of Husserl’s thesis of the forgotten meaning foundation in
terms of a rough outline of the development of worldviews. With the spread of an ontological
world concept and, later, the construction of an epistemological concept of world,3 European
philosophy on the one hand played a central role in the cognitive process of disentangling the
objective world of science from the projective objectivization of aspects of lifeworlds which
operate in the background. As a secular intellectual formation, philosophy turned its back on
religion while simultaneously renouncing strong metaphysical claims to knowledge. On the
other hand, while it contributed to the genealogy of a disenchanted and objectivized concept of
the empirical world, philosophy suppressed the epistemic role of the lifeworld. Therefore, I
am interested in how reflection on this repressed background changes the self-understanding of
postmetaphysical thinking.

Anticipating the communicative concept of the lifeworld, I will first explain the difference
between ‘lifeworld’, ‘objective world’ and ‘everyday world’ (1). These basic concepts will
serve to relate the critique of science to the context of worldview development. The interesting
thing about this development is the progressive cognitive liberation of the ‘objective world’
from projections of the ‘lifeworld’ (2) and how the resulting problems of the objectivized
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image of the world of natural science are dealt with by transcendental philosophy (3). This
picture is further complicated by the rise of human and social science, which at the same time
represent a challenge for transcendental philosophy (4). The bipolar objectivization of our
picture of the objective world and a corresponding detranscendentalization of the underlying
constituting subjectivity explain why Husserl’s critique of science becomes heightened into a
dilemma. The complementarity between the lifeworld and the objective world, which we
cannot circumvent in actu, is connected with a form of epistemic dualism which conflicts with
the need for a monistic interpretation of the world (5). In conclusion, I will briefly examine
some attempts to find a way out of this dilemma (6).

(1) The concept of the lifeworld is based on the distinction between performative
consciousness and fallible knowledge. The unique character of the attendant, intuitively certain
background knowledge that accompanies us in our everyday routines but always remains
implicit can be explained by the fact that the lifeworld is present to us only in a performative
manner, when we perform actions which are always directed to something else. The fear of
losing one’s foothold on loose gravel or the feeling of blushing over an embarrassing mistake,
the sudden realization that one can no longer count on the loyalty of an old friend, or what it
means for a long cherished background assumption suddenly to begin to totter – these are all
things that we ‘know’. For in situations such as these in which established routines are
disrupted, a layer of implicit knowledge is uncovered, be it a habitual ability, a sensitivity, a
dependable social relationship or a firm conviction. As long as they remain unthematized in the
background, these components of the performative knowledge thus adumbrated form an
amalgam.

In principle each of these certainties can be transformed from a resource of social cooperation
and communication into a theme, especially when the normal routine is disrupted and
dissonances arise. Hence, the lifeworld described in phenomenological terms can also be
understood as the background of communicative action and be related to processes of reaching
understanding.4 Then it is no longer the conscious life of a transcendental ego that stands at the
centre of the lifeworld horizon, as in Husserl, but instead the communicative relationship
between at least two participants, alter and ego. The lifeworld appears to both participants in
communication as the accompanying, only implicitly present, arbitrarily expandable horizon
within which each present encounter is localized in the – likewise only performatively present
– dimensions of social space and lived historical time.

This approach in terms of a theory of communication is well suited to clarifying the basic
concepts of the ‘lifeworld’, the ‘objective world’ and the ‘everyday world’ (a) in terms of
which I want to analyse the development of worldviews (b).

(a) Lifeworld certainties represent a heightened and nevertheless deficient form of
‘knowledge’, because they lose their performative character once they are expressed in
assertions. What cannot be expressed in true or false assertions cannot count as knowledge in
the strict sense. We must place the background knowledge that we have been talking about until
now in quotation marks. For what we ‘know’ in this intuitive way can be made explicit only by
transforming it into a description; however, in doing so, the performative character of what is
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merely ‘known’ dissolves – it disintegrates, as it were. Interestingly, the only exception to this
are illocutionary acts. The illocutionary components of speech acts – such as ‘I concede, that I
. . .’, ‘I recommend that you . . .’, or ‘I am quite certain that p’ – express the performative
character of what is lived or experienced, of interpersonal relations and of convictions as
such, without explicitly representing it in terms of a proposition, because in each case the
propositional contents expressed with the illocutionary act deal with something else. An
embarrassing confession, a piece of friendly advice or a firm conviction can have any content
whatsoever. But only in the case of a constative speech act is this propositional content
presented as an existing state of affairs. In an expressive utterance, the propositional meaning
becomes the content of an experience to which the first person has privileged access and which
he or she ‘discloses’ to others. In regulative speech acts, it becomes the content of an
interpersonal relationship that a first person enters into with a second person. All three
modalities are reflected in the validity claims of the corresponding types of speech acts, in the
truthfulness, rightness or truth claims that speakers raise for first-person assertions, for
propositions addressed to second persons or for descriptive statements. Thanks to this triad of
validity claims, the performative meaning of subjective experiences, intersubjective
obligations and what is objectively meant enters the public space of reasons via linguistic
communication.

What is interesting in the present context is the relationship between ‘lifeworld’ and ‘objective
world’ as reflected in the twofold structure of speech acts. When performing their illocutionary
acts, speakers belong to a lifeworld, whereas in using the propositional components of these
acts they refer to something in the objective world. In communicative action, they jointly
assume the existence of this objective world as the totality of the objects or referents existing
independently of description about which states of affairs can be asserted. However, this does
not mean that statements cannot be made about the lifeworld itself. Those involved can assume
a thirdperson attitude towards their own engagement and, in a further act of reaching
understanding, thematize a performatively produced communicative relationship – that is, treat
it as something that occurs in the world. This is because anything that is made into the content
of a proposition is thematized as something which is given or exists in the world.

Despite the insurmountable intentional distance from events in the objective world – the gap
between the performance and the explicit content of communicative act – it is part of the
experience of participants in communication and of their background knowledge that the
communication process in which they are currently involved takes place in the same world as
that to which the referents of the statements they make in the same moment also belong. The
lifeworld as a component of the objective world enjoys a kind of ‘ontological primacy’ over
the respective current background consciousness of the individual involved, because the
performatively present life processes – i.e., experiences, interpersonal relations and beliefs –
presuppose the bodily organism, the intersubjectively shared practices and the traditions in
which the experiencing, acting and speaking subjects ‘always’ find themselves.

(b) I will return to the mode of existence of these lifeworlds articulated in symbolic forms and
to the objectifying description of ‘socio-cultural forms of life’. First I would like to examine
the ‘picture’ we form of this all-inclusive objective world. As long as we are absorbed in
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performing these intentional (linguistic or non-linguistic) activities, we cannot detach
ourselves from the lifeworld which is present in the background and forms the horizon within
which we adopt an intentional orientation to something ‘in the world’. But we can know that
this same objective world, viewed from the perspective of a distanced observer, in turn
includes us, our networks of interaction, and their background side by side with other entities.
This shapes our inclusive ‘everyday world’, the world of common sense. We should not equate
this with the philosophical concept of the ‘lifeworld’, even though the performative traits of the
lifeworld also determine the structure of our ‘everyday world’, the fact that it is centred on us,
our encounters and practices, our states of mind and interests. However, the ‘everyday world’
is inclusive. It includes not only what is familiar in a performative manner but also the
perceived and known elements of the natural environment that confront us. The everyday world
is not exhausted by the segments constituted by our background knowledge – that is, by the
subjective life routines, the social relations and the taken-for-granted cultural beliefs with
which we are familiar in the performative mode. The image we form of the ‘objective world’ –
our worldview – is directly shaped by this everyday world.

In our everyday lives, we categorize the things we encounter in the world according to levels
of practical involvement. Roughly speaking, we categorize them as persons if they can enter
into communicative relations with us; we categorize them as norms, speech acts, actions, texts,
signs, artefacts, and so forth, if they can be understood as things produced by persons; we
categorize them as animals and plants if their self-sustaining and boundary-maintaining
character as organic systems compels us to treat them with consideration (for example, to tend
to or breed them); or we construe things as manipulable objects when we can strip them of all
lifeworld qualities that accrue to them from other domains of experience (for example, the
qualities of a ‘tool’ or of natural beauty). It is no accident that the ontology closely allied to
everyday life which we find in Aristotle recalls this practically imbued ‘picture’ of the
‘objective world’.

Clearly, the production of worldviews – of the historically varying pictures we make of the
objective world – starts from the trivial layers of the everyday world. Whereas the scientific
view of the world takes its orientation from the everyday category of bodies and comprehends
the universe as the totality of physically measurable states and events regulated by natural
laws, the earliest mythical traditions assimilate almost all events to communicative relations
between persons. If we can believe the accounts of cultural anthropology,5 the world reflected
in those mythical narratives has a monistic structure: there is only one level of phenomena but
nothing ‘in itself’ underlying them. Narrated events are structured as social interactions
involving people and animals, but also the spirits of the ancestors and imaginary natural and
original forces, supra-personal powers and personalized gods.6 Almost anyone can
communicate with anyone and everything with everything; they can express feelings and
wishes, intentions and opinions, and influence one another.

The narratives give rise to a network of ‘correspondences’ in which ritualized actions are also
embedded. The dealings with the mythical powers organized in burial and sacrificial rituals, in
ancestor worship and natural magic, acquire their self-evidence from this embedding. In this
way, the performative attitude, in which a first person adjusts herself to a second person in
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order to communicate with him about something, merges in magical practices with the
objectifying attitude of a technician towards impersonal or supra-personal forces over which
she wants to exercise causal influence. By communicating with a spirit, the sorcerer acquires
power over it. The dominance of a single category, namely, that of communicative action,
provides impressive evidence of this.

Clearly, so-called mythical worldviews are not only shaped by the totalizing features of a
centred lifeworld inhabited ‘by us’. They are also imbued with and structured by the
performative consciousness of the lifeworld in such a way that the distinction between
lifeworld and objective world built into the grammar of communicative action and managed
practically by those involved in everyday life merges in the worldviews of early tribal
societies. The categories of action oriented to reaching an understanding structure natural
processes in the world as a whole, so that, from our point of view, what occurs in the world is
absorbed by the segments of the everyday world constituted by the lifeworld.

For us today, these mythical origins and the worldview of modern science stand in a peculiar
contrast, which suggests that during the development of worldviews the objective world that
exists ‘in itself’ was progressively purified for the participants of the surplus lifeworld
qualities projected upon it. As we learn to cope with cognitive dissonances that are
empirically triggered and mastered, our view of the objective world becomes disenchanted.
Would an exaggerated scientistic version of naturalism have to have the last word from this
perspective? Or can we defend Husserl’s thesis that science rests on a forgotten foundation of
meaning by arguing that the progressive trend towards objectivization has led to an
increasingly extreme polarization between the lifeworld, which is henceforth defined
exclusively in formal terms but remains epistemically unavoidable, and a scientific objectified
world?

(2) The following, very rough sketch of the development of worldviews is a proposal for how
we can understand three caesuras along the path ‘from worldviews to the lifeworld’ as
cognitive advances, each of which led to increasingly disenchanted and progressively more
specific perspectives on the objective world. From this selective and correspondingly biased
viewpoint, I am first interested in the step which leads from mythical thinking absorbed in the
fluctuation of inner-worldly events, as outlined above, to a conception of ‘the’ world as a
whole; I will then examine the distinctive occidental combination of theocentric and
cosmological worldviews which leads to a polarization between faith and knowledge; and,
finally, I will trace the emancipation of scientific knowledge of nature from metaphysics,
which also breaks the link between cosmology and ethics and thus destroys the shared rational
basis of faith and knowledge.

Since this account focuses narrowly on the development in the West, and even then would need
to fill several books or even libraries, I can address only one aspect of my proposal regarding
our topic: How did the conceptual constellations of ‘lifeworld’, ‘objective world’ and
‘everyday world’ shift in the wake of these presumed advances in learning?

With his concept of the ‘Axial Age’, Karl Jaspers highlighted the fact that, during a relatively
short period around the middle of the first millennium BCE, there was a cognitive breakthrough
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in the world of civilizations that extended from the Middle East to the Far East.7 The religious
doctrines and cosmological worldviews that remain influential up to the present day arose
around that time in Persia, India and China, and in Israel and Greece. These ‘strong traditions’
– namely, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism and Confucianism, Judaism and Greek philosophy –
brought about a shift in worldviews from the plurality of surface phenomena linked at the same
level through narratives to the unity of the world as a whole conceived in theological or
‘theoretical’ terms. In monotheism, the cosmic ‘order of things’ assumed the temporalized form
of a teleological order of world ages.

In the meantime, the concept of the Axial Age has inspired a diverse international literature.8
Of primary interest in the present context is the process by which an involved actor became
liberated from the cognitive bias that confined her to a representation of the world from the
internal perspective of someone entangled in mythical stories. The new dualistic worldviews
broke with this twodimensional monism. With the conception of a single God beyond the world
or concepts of a law-governed cosmic order, they opened up perspectives from which the
world could be grasped as an objectified whole. The reference to the fixed pole of the single
creator of the world, to the nomos which holds everything in balance, to the deep underlying
reality of Nirvana or of eternal being, afforded the prophet or the wise man, the preacher and
the teacher, the contemplative beholder and the mystic, the holy man absorbed in prayer and the
philosopher sunk in intellectual contemplation, the necessary distance from the many, the
contingent and the changeable. Regardless of whether the dualistic view of the world was
more pronounced, as in the salvation religions of Israel and India, or less pronounced, as in
Greek philosophy and Chinese wisdom teachings, these intellectual elites everywhere
achieved a cognitive breakthrough to a transcendent standpoint.

From this vantage point, everything that takes place within the world could be distinguished
from the world as such or in itself. And this perspective on being and humanity as a whole
gave rise to that categorical distinction between essence and appearance which replaced the
older, expressivist distinction between the spirit world and its manifestations (and in addition
undermined the basis of magical conceptions in worldviews). With the differentiation between
‘world’ and what is ‘in-the-world’, the everyday world was demoted to the realm of mere
appearances. This theoretical grasp of essences enhanced the explanatory power of narratives.
The conceptual framework was now able to process the mass of practical, natural historical
and medical knowledge, including astronomical and mathematical knowledge, which had
accumulated in the urban centres of the early civilizations and to integrate it into a coherent
whole that could be transmitted.

While myth remained tightly interwoven with everyday practices and did not acquire the self-
sufficiency of a theoretical ‘image’ of the world, philosophical and theological conceptions of
an ‘objective’, all-encompassing world found expression in the worldviews of the Axial Age.
For those involved, religious or contemplative conceptions of the world as a whole marked
the dissolution of the fusion of the ‘objective world’ with the ‘lifeworld’ which we today read
out of mythical worldviews. From our point of view, the introduction and subordination of the
everyday world downgraded to a mere phenomenon takes account of the fact that the
performatively present lifeworld, together with the practices and network of cross-references
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in which they become accessible to communicative actors, is an entity in the world like all
others.

However, this objectivization exacts a price. The ‘lifeworld’ as such does not appear in the
worldviews of the Axial Age but is merged with the appearances of the ‘everyday world’. For
believers and philosophers, their own lifeworld operating behind their backs disappears so
completely behind the ontotheologically objectivized images of the world that the projective
traits which these worldviews continue to borrow from the performative consciousness of their
vital lived existence in the world remain hidden from them. This can be shown by three aspects
of the lifeworld which are reflected in the world of cosmologies and theologies.

First, the cosmos and the history of salvation are depicted in dimensions of lived social
space and experienced historical time. As a result, the boundaries of the object world
merge with the lifeworld horizon, projected to a superhuman scale, of an inhabitable world
centred on us, of which the fleeting appearances of our everyday life in turn constitute only
a part. In this architectonic of what Jaspers calls the ‘encompassing’, the teleological
constitution of the world retains the lifeworld character of our everyday dealings with
human beings, animals, plants and inanimate nature.

Second, the worldviews of the Axial Age are by no means theories in the sense of a value-
neutral description of known facts. The reason for this is that the theoretical interpretation
of the world is already fused with precepts of the practical conduct of life through its
strong, value-laden conceptual frame. When the whole is described with the help of such
concepts as ‘God’, ‘Karma’, ‘to on’ or ‘Tao’, the description of sacred history or of the
cosmos simultaneously acquires the evaluative connotation of an exemplary being
[Seiende] whose telos has a normative significance for the believers and wise men as
something to be emulated. This conceptual fusion of the binding force of normative
statements with the truth of descriptive statements is reminiscent of the lifeworld
background syndrome, which dissolves only in the course of linguistic thematization and
becomes ramified into the different validity dimensions of the corresponding types of
speech acts.

Finally, the claim to infallibility with which religious and metaphysical ‘truths’ appear is
also a function of the practical connotations of the theoretical interpretation of the world.
Because the various conceptions of the world and of the ages of the world are supposed to
be ‘cashed out’ in paths to salvation or in politically influential models of an exemplary
life, theoretical beliefs have to be as convincing and as immune to cognitive dissonances as
are ethical-existential certainties. This explains the dogmatic form of thought which lends
religious and wisdom teachings the shape of ‘strong’ theories. With the claim to infallible
truths, the performative mode of knowledge as it were reaches out of the lifeworld into the
domain of explicit mundane knowledge.

Insofar as the worldviews of the Axial Age can be described retrospectively as involving an
unreflected projection of such aspects of the lifeworld onto the objective world, the structure
of the world concept already prefigures the path leading to a possible objectivization. The
cognitive development points, firstly, towards a decentred concept of the world as the totality
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of physically describable states and events, secondly, towards a separation between
theoretical and practical reason, and, finally, towards a fallibilistic, but non-sceptical
understanding of theoretical knowledge. These vanishing points refer, of course, to our own
hermeneutic starting point – that is, to a postmetaphysical understanding of ourselves and the
world as this developed from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries onwards. In order to
strip this ‘narcissistic’ developmental construction at least of the deceptive appearance of
necessary progress, I would now have to discuss the historical contingencies which first
explain the improbable and unique systematic interpenetration of a cosmological worldview
with a theological doctrine – that is, the productive conflation of Pauline Christianity and
Greek metaphysics into the twofold shape of Hellenized Christianity and theologically founded
Platonism. During the centuries that followed, the discourse on revelation and natural reason
contended with the explosive impact of sciences such as mathematics, astronomy, medicine and
natural philosophy, each of which observes a logic of its own. However, the discourse on
faith and knowledge developed its explosive power only with the reception of Aristotle
through Arab mediation in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.9 In the course of this reception,
the opposing concepts of ‘faith’ and ‘knowledge’ sharpened their respective profiles in
contrast to one another.

However, the shared rational basis of faith and knowledge fell to pieces to the extent that
natural philosophy lost its ability to connect up with theology, which nevertheless wanted to
keep pace with contemporary science. Aristotle’s teleological ontology still contains a
semantic potential which was open to a practical connection interpreted in terms of a
conception of salvation. However, scholastic nominalism laid the groundwork for an unbiased
empirical view of nature and ultimately for nomological empirical science for which the book
of nature no longer bears a divine signature; it also prepares the way for a theory of knowledge
which correlates the ‘nature’ of modern natural science with the human mind.10 This second
orientation involves an inversion of the burden of proof when it comes to demonstrating the
compatibility of religion and science, because henceforth stubborn philosophical discourses
develop around the modern empirical sciences and the secular political powers which assert
their independence from theology.11

Along this line of development, metaphysics, which until then had been contained within the
realm of theology, assumed, in the course of the seventeenth century, the form of philosophical
systems which received their formative impulses from both epistemology and social contract
theory. The world of moving and causally interacting bodies conceived in physicalist terms
lost the character of a ‘container’ of human existence. At the same time, the theoretical
knowledge of this world, which is no longer affiliated with practical reason, forfeited its
ability to provide practical orientation. For this reason Christian natural law also had to be
replaced by human law based on practical reason alone. From that point onwards, philosophy
gradually lost interest in its relation to religion. Postmetaphysical thinking concentrates on
philosophy’s relation to science. This gives rise to a deficit that I cannot discuss in greater
detail here.12

With the advance to the modern secular and scientized understanding of the world, the
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conceptual constellation of lifeworld, objective world and everyday world once again
undergoes a change. Because the objective world consists of everything about which true
statements can be made, Newton’s philosophical contemporaries comprehended the world in
terms of the mechanistic picture that physics forms of nature as a whole. To the ‘world’ belong
the objects of experience, which stand in a ‘natural’ – that is, law-governed – relationship with
all other things. Mathematics and scientific experimentation succeed the ‘natural reason’ of the
theologian-philosopher in its role as the canonical authority for judging notoriously unreliable
everyday experiences. Underlying the sensory phenomena of the everyday world are no longer
essences but the law-governed movements of causally interacting bodies.

Having taken the step to the mechanistic concept of nature, the picture of the objective world
seems to be freed from objectivized aspects of the lifeworld. But what place does the
lifeworld have in this objectivized understanding of the world? The world concept purged of
lifeworld projections was introduced not from an ontological but, at first, from an
epistemological perspective. It is the product of reflection on the conditions of possibility of
reliable physical knowledge. This is why the knowing subject represents the counterpart of the
objective world. The conceptual dualities of the mentalistic paradigm leave only the niche of
representational subjectivity for the lifeworld. This retreat leaves behind traces both in the
aporetic character of the mental and in the rumblings of practical questions for which,
following the split between practical reason and scientized and postmetaphysically deflated
theoretical reason, there is now no longer any clear place.

(3) In the course of the seventeenth century, empiricism developed the beginnings of the
scientific image of the world which Husserl accused of ‘objectivism’. This worldview
developed within the paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness and, hence, is haunted by its
problems. In order to prepare the argument that, in the mentalist paradigm, the lifeworld is
hidden behind the façade of the human mind, I will first explain the aporetic status of the
mental (a) and then trace the ‘moral unbelief’13 of the empiricists which provoked Kant’s
transcendental turn (b).

(a) Following the introduction of the concept of the objective world as the totality of all
descriptively ascertainable states and events ultimately explicable in terms of laws, a concept
which henceforth became canonical for epistemology, the ‘nature of the human mind’ becomes
a problem. From an epistemological point of view, the subject of knowledge acquired an
external status vis-à-vis the world as a whole. As mind, the subject withdrew from the totality
of objects of representation. On the other hand, together with its ideas, affective states and
actions, it can represent itself as an object in the world interwoven with its causal nexus.
Therefore, the objective world is not reduced without remainder to the totality of physically
explicable phenomena; it also includes the mental phenomena to be explained in psychological
terms.

The mental can indeed be regarded as an object, but it is accessible only in the performative
mode as an active and receptive mind. This subjectivity which stands over against the
objective world is the antithesis to the mental phenomena encountered in the world.
Epistemology conceives of the mind in actu as sensing, representing and thinking
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consciousness and the subject of cognition as a self which can, in turn, subjectively represent
the fact that it has representations of objects. Consciousness is inherently bound up with self-
consciousness. The extramundane status of these mental states, which are peculiar because they
are accessible only in a performative way in the experience of present states of consciousness,
remains a thorny issue for the conception of an objectivized world as the totality of causally
interconnected bodies. Under the description of mental states and events, the psyche, which is
accessible only from the first-person performative perspective, acquires the status of a
temporary anomaly. But in spite of this status as a candidate for scientific explanation, the
mental retains a Janus face. To this day, facts of experience alert us to a vexing incompleteness
of the objectivizing description of the world.14

Seventeenth-century philosophy at first continued to answer the question of the locus of
performative consciousness which had been expelled from scientifically objectivized nature,
as it were, in metaphysical terms – a dualistic answer in Descartes’s case, a monadological
answer in Leibniz’s case, or a deist answer in Spinoza’s case. But, viewed in terms of the
mentalist paradigm, these ontological constructions inevitably represent a regression behind
the epistemological turn. To the Cartesian objectification of the mind as res cogitans, Hobbes
opposes a predicative conception of the mental as an activity or performance that we ascribe
to a subject, so that mental faculties can be attributed to an organism, hence to a bodily thing:
‘Hence it may be that the thing that thinks is the subject to which mind, reason or intellect
belong; and this subject may thus be something corporeal. The contrary is assumed [by
Descartes], not proved.’15

Following Hobbes, empiricism from Locke to Hume seems to provide the more consistent
answer when it conceives of the human mind as a ‘mirror of nature’ located in nature itself and
concentrates on the genesis of reliable knowledge.16 Nature gives rise to sensations in the
subject and reflections of itself in its judgements by causally influencing the human sense
organs. From the beginning, however, those who were opposed to this conception did not
appeal so much to the awkward ontological status of experiences; after all, we also attribute
the subjectivity of conscious life to animals. But attitudes which people can adopt to facts and
states of affairs or towards other persons are not subjective experiences which one can have or
not have; rather, they are actions which one performs – and which can go wrong. It is this
normative constitution of the mind to which Descartes already drew attention17 and to which
Kant appeals against Hume when he defines the understanding as a spontaneous faculty of
applying rules or concepts.

(b) Kant found another implication even more troubling, namely that empiricism fails to
explain the normativity of the mind as regards not only its epistemic but, above all, its moral-
practical functions. The picture of the objective world constructed by the understanding out of
contingent sensory stimulations consists exclusively of descriptive judgements – that is, of
value-neutral factual knowledge. Practical reason can no longer derive moral insights from this
objectivating view of the world. Evaluative and normative propositions cannot be justified on
the basis of descriptive statements. With this uncoupling of practical from theoretical reason,
which was completed by Hume, philosophy is in danger of losing entirely its power to provide
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practical orientation. In particular, if all mental processes could be explained on the model of
physics, it would no longer be possible to derive normative orientations from this kind of
knowledge.

However, as persons of flesh and blood, knowing subjects do not simply stand over against the
world. When they speak to each other and engage in joint actions, they must be able to orient
themselves when dealing with the things they encounter in the world. The community of
researchers, as a cooperative association of acting subjects, is also embedded in a context of
social and cultural relations. Philosophy had long since ceased to offer a route to salvation of
its own. But now even the normative knowledge of the classical teachings of ‘ethics’ and
‘politics’, in the reconstructed version of rational morality and rational law, ultimately not only
assumed an inferior status vis-à-vis empirical knowledge of the physical world, as already in
Aristotle, but its status as knowledge was shaken to the core. Kant responds to this problem of
the devaluation of practical knowledge, which, as I would like to show, was provoked by the
mentalistic suppression of the lifeworld, by using a revolutionized epistemology to vindicate
the cognitive claim of practical reason in postmetaphysical terms.

The peripeteia begins with the fact that Kant probes the constructive accomplishments of the
knowing subject and interprets its contact with the world no longer in passive terms – taking
sensory stimulation as the starting point – but, rather, in transcendental terms. This underlying
idea of the constitution of a world of appearances combines elements of dependence with
elements of freedom. The knowing subject enjoys the freedom of cognitive legislation of a
finite mind which reacts to the contingent sensory constraints of an independently existing
world.18 Although the human mind operates at the level of transcendental consciousness under
the guidance of theoretical reason, with the recourse to subjective conditions of possible
objective experiences Kant gains a noumenal perspective from which he can shield not only
the knowing subject but also the spontaneous achievements of subjectivity as such from
empiricist distortion.

As Kant stresses in the preface to the second edition of Critique of Pure Reason, restricting
the theoretical use of reason to objects of experience inspired by a critique of metaphysics
under the premise of the legislative accomplishments of finite understanding can have the
‘positive and very important utility’ of disclosing a transcendental level of intellectual
spontaneity where the freedom of the will bound up with the practical use of reason also finds
its place: ‘Thus I had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith; and the dogmatism of
metaphysics, i.e., the prejudice that without criticism reason can make progress in metaphysics,
is the true source of all unbelief conflicting with morality, which unbelief is always very
dogmatic.’19 It is important in the present context that locating the free will in the ‘kingdom of
ends’ first brings a phenomenon into play which can preserve the whole noumenal sphere from
an obvious misunderstanding.

With the ‘transcendental fact’ of the moral law which anchors every deontological morality,
Kant appeals to a phenomenologically convincing example of background knowledge. The
peculiar fact of a feeling of unconditional obligation, which is supposed to bear the entire
burden of proof for morality, differs from other, descriptively raised facts in that it can be
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thematized only in the performative mode. The consciousness of duty is nothing other than the
knowledge, which is performatively present in the language game of responsible agency, of
being obliged to obey a rationally justified moral imperative. When one chooses the lifeworld
as the key to interpreting the freedom of the rational will, the noumenal sphere loses its
metaphysical appearance of a ghostly ‘hinterworld’ (Nietzsche). Only when actually engaging
in communicative action can we experience the obligations that we incur with social relations
as such. Without this performative experience, we would not know what a description of this
state of affairs from the perspective of a third person is about. Therefore, the normative
meaning of a morally justified behavioural expectation must be sought at the original locus of
the phenomenon. The normativity of a moral ‘ought’ can neither be objectivized speculatively
into a command of the natural order of things or into an existing value, nor can it be reduced
psychologically to objective states of mind – to pleasure and pain, reward and punishment. The
‘idea’ of freedom is just one among many ideas. Kant’s doctrine of ideas throws general light
on a performatively present background which is objectivized only when theoretical reason
goes beyond the limits of the legitimate use of the understanding.20 The distinction between
ideas of practical and theoretical reason already anticipates the difference between lifeworld
and objective world. On this reading, Kant’s doctrine of ideas offers points of contact for the
de-transcendentalized concept of reason as world-constituting while nevertheless being
situated in the lifeworld as described in terms of the theory of communication.21

(4) However, the constraints of the mentalistic paradigm first had to be overcome before the
lifeworld could be discovered behind the façade of subjective mind conceptualized in
transcendental terms. Although the insights of Humboldt’s philosophy of language already point
towards a pragmatic ‘supersession’ of transcendental philosophy,22 this development of the
idea of ‘detranscendentalization’, starting from Hegel and extending via Peirce and Dewey,
and via Dilthey and Husserl, to Heidegger and Wittgenstein, cannot be understood as an
internal development driven solely by philosophical problems. Just as philosophy following
Galileo and Newton had to cope with the sober gaze of modern natural science on the
objective world, after Hegel it had to come to terms with the historical perspective of the
humanities and social sciences on culture and society. Just as little as philosophy at the time
could evade the question concerning facts of consciousness – that is, the status of mental
episodes – could it now ignore the question of how this ‘objective’ mind, which clearly
transcends the human mind, should be conceived and integrated into the causal nexus of events
in the world.

Amazingly enough, historical, social and cultural facts began to attract systematic scientific
interest only at a very late date. The historical humanities arose from formal doctrines, from
the humanistic traditions of poetics, and from historical narratives and theories of language and
literature; similarly, the new sciences of the state and society developed out of the classical
doctrines of politics and economics. Like the canon of the ‘liberal arts’ – which themselves
reached back to the beginnings of civilizations – these formal doctrines had their origin in
professional knowledge. Like grammar, rhetoric and logic, like arithmetic, geometry and
music, and even astronomy, liberal arts and formal doctrines developed out of reflection by
participants on a previously mastered practice. The stance cultivated by the humanities and
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social science, by contrast, is completely different.

They are no longer interested in achieving reflective reassurance of the rules of an established
practice – be it of a particular language or of the fine arts and literature, historiography, the art
of government or the conduct of a household. Rather, a methodologically guided curiosity is
now directed to comparing and analysing the diverse cultural forms of life, which, although
accessible only from the participant perspective, are used as sources of data from the
observer perspective and are processed into historical, cultural and social facts. It is this
transformation of the participant into the observer perspective that first makes cultural sciences
into scientific disciplines in their own right. In contrast to the object domain of natural science,
however, the symbolic objects of the human sciences retain an idiosyncratic status. This is
because the observer must have already participated in the lifeworld practices, he must have
understood them first in the role of a virtual participant, before he can objectivize the practices
and products in which they are reflected into data.

There sciences use everyday practical experiences and knowledge, which until then had been
recorded only in literature and travel reports, in diaries and chronicles, in business and
administrative statistics, in war reports, historical narratives, textbooks, and so forth, either as
‘sources’ for philologically informed historical-critical research or in order to model domains
of data to be gathered empirically and analysed systematically from theoretical points of view.
With this advance towards scientific objectivation of those segments of the everyday world
constituted through our background experiences, the monolithic concept of the objective
world, which, under the influence of Newtonian physics, forced itself upon epistemology,
becomes even more problematic. Now we must ask again how the conceptual constellation of
‘lifeworld’ and ‘objective world’ changed after segments of the lifeworld became objects of
research not only under psychological but also under cultural, social and historical aspects.

The phenomena of the everyday world are now subjected to scientific objectivation essentially
from two sides.23 By ‘objectivization’ is meant an increasingly impartial description of reality
based on a progressive decentring of the perceptual and interpretive perspectives centred on
our respective lifeworlds. We must not confuse ‘objectivization’, or Versachlichung, with
reifying abstraction – that is, with the reduction of natural occurrences in the world to the sole
dimension of dealing with manipulable and measurable states and events.24 Natural science
approaches the idea of impartial judgement by stripping the everyday world of its lifeworld
qualities and producing counter-intuitive knowledge. The humanities and social sciences, by
contrast, must pursue the same goal through hermeneutic interpretation and more in-depth
reconstruction of everyday experiences and practices.25 Since then, our image of the objective
world has become polarized because the objectivization of everyday phenomena points in
different directions. Before I return to this further complication for the ‘scientific worldview’
and the project of a naturalization of the mind, we must trace the final stage of the path leading
from the worldviews to the lifeworld. For transcendental philosophy is vulnerable to the
criticism of the humanities and social science especially on the interpretation that we decipher
the ‘kingdom of ends’ at the heart of the noumenal realm as a silhouette of the mentalistically
repressed lifeworld. How can the fundamental transcendental insight into the normative

28��HC8I��4PH!�D��5EIJC�J8)?0I#:8%�7?#DA#D!�33��5E%#J0�5H�II��������5HE�.�IJ�1�EEA�/�DJH8%��?JJ)�����EEA:�DJH8%�)HE*.�IJ�:EC�%#��:.?A ��EEAI���J8#%�8:J#ED-�E:30,
	�

�
/H�8J���=HEC�:.?A ��EEAI�ED����� �� ����	�
�����

/
E)

0H
#!

?J
�2

��
��

��
�5

E%
#J0

�5
H�

II
��.

%%�
H#!

?J
I�

H�
I�

H/
��

�



constitution and law-giving character of the human mind be defended against the empirical
evidence of the historical diversity of socio-cultural forms of life? Because the new
disciplines deal above all with the specificity and variability of symbolically generated
artefacts, forms of life and practices, they seem to provide evidence against the assumption that
there is a single transcendental legislation.26 It is not the spontaneous, word-constructing
character of the mind that inspires the opposition of the hermeneutic sciences but, instead, the
abstract universality and extramundane status which is supposed to set transcendental
consciousness apart from the exotic diversity and contingency of languages, cultures and
societies.

Philosophy since Herder, Hamann, Humboldt and Hegel responds to this challenge with a
critique of mentalism whose central plank is to oppose the intersubjective character of
languages, practices and forms of life to the subjectivistic constitution of the human mind. This
critique was radicalized by Feuerbach and Marx from the perspective of a philosophy of
dialogue and social theory and by Kierkegaard from an ethical-existential perspective.
However, historicism, Lebensphilosophie, pragmatism and the philosophy of language first
ascribed epistemological relevance and relevance for the theory of science to the symbolically
mediated practical life contexts of the bodily, social and historical existence of socialized
individuals during the latter part of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. These
intellectual movements laid the groundwork for the interpretation of Husserl’s concept of the
lifeworld by the theory of communication, which allowed the detranscendentalization of active
subjectivity without depriving it of its world-constituting spontaneity and assimilating it to
natural processes in the world.

The empirical perspective of the humanities and social sciences on the changeable forms of
culture or ‘objective mind’ did not place the constructive character of the legislation of a
transcendental subject in question, but it did problematize its intelligible status as something
withdrawn from events in the world. Heidegger’s transformation of Husserl’s
phenomenological concept of the lifeworld also shows that all attempts to detranscendentalize
world-constituting subjectivity are condemned to failure as long as the ‘ontological difference’
between world disclosure and occurrences within the world precludes interaction between the
world-forming productivity of being and the results of the learning processes in the world that
this facilitates. The Heideggerian conception of a transcendental originary power which
announces itself in the transformation of linguistic worldviews conceived as a history of being,
but only at the cost of the disempowerment of subjects submissive to being, is not in any
coherent sense ‘detranscendentalized’. A different picture emerges when ‘language’ is not
reduced to the semantics of linguistic worldviews but is understood (as Humboldt already
understood it) in pragmatic terms – that is, in terms of the communicative practice of acting
subjects who are capable of learning because they are engaged in discourse and solve
problems. Languages do not merely open up the horizons of a preinterpreted lifeworld. While
paving the way for possible encounters with things and events in the world, world-disclosing
language does not always remain ahead of these encounters. On closer examination, linguistic
communication instead compels the participants to take reasonable – that is, autonomous –
‘yes’ or ‘no’ stances. Because linguistic communication proceeds via ‘yes’ and ‘no’ responses
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to reciprocally raised and criticizable validity claims, participants in communication are
exposed to the objections of opponents and can also revise their concepts in the light of
reasons when compelled by unexpected negative experiences.

This pragmatic notion of language as the medium of a form of world disclosure that has to be
confirmed in practice and makes room for learning processes undercuts the rigid
transcendental distinction between world-constituting activity and constituted events within the
world. The categorizations and perspectives which are advanced by the linguistic frame are
subject in turn to sustained testing in everyday life and especially in scientific research. They
are revised by the participants in problem-solving activities themselves in the course of these
activities. The complementary processes of world disclosure and learning in the world are
interconnected in communicative action and discourse. The communicating subjects are
involved in this interplay, and hence also implicitly in the reproduction of their own lifeworld.
Between a lifeworld which makes communicative action possible and a background exposed
to continuous testing, which is confirmed in uninterrupted communicative action but is also
subsequently revised as a result of problematization and learning, there is an incessant circular
process in which the missing transcendental subject does not leave any gap behind.27 Although
communicative actors are involved in the reproduction and revision of their lifeworld, they
nevertheless remain embedded in these lifeworld contexts.

(5) At the end of the path ‘from worldviews to the lifeworld’ that I have depicted in broad
brushstrokes, our initial question about how the progressive objectivization of our image of the
objective world should be understood still awaits an answer. Does the reflexive knowledge of
the lifeworld present in performance also prove in the end to be an illusion that natural science
sees through? Or does the epistemic role of the lifeworld set limits to a scientifically oriented
revision of socialized subjects’ operative everyday understanding of themselves as learning,
rationally motivated persons who act responsibly? The detranscendentalization of active
subjectivity performed by the theory of communication provides us with the concept of a
lifeworld which remains performatively ‘behind the backs’ of communicative actors as an
ensemble of enabling conditions, though only as long and insofar as they are involved in
forming the relevant action. The lifeworld background is removed from events in the world in
principle. Otherwise lifeworld practices and artefacts could not be treated as entities in the
world or be made into objects of the human sciences and philosophy. But then what speaks
against the possibility of bringing the performatively present background of our practices
completely, thus including the research practices themselves, to the object side, and doing this
in the familiar categories of the natural sciences?28

It is bipolar objectivization which, at the end of the path from worldviews to the lifeworld,
confronts us with a semantically unbridgeable epistemic dualism – that is, with a divided
image of the objective world. The vocabulary of the human sciences cannot be connected with
that of natural science; statements in the one vocabulary cannot be translated into statements in
the other. The human brain does not ‘think’.29 If the semantic chain breaks, entities on the one
level cannot even be correlated one-to-one with entities on the other level. From the
perspective of the development of worldviews outlined, this epistemic dualism loses its
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contingent character.

If we conceive of the objective world as the totality of physically measurable states and
events, we are making an objectivizing abstraction in the sense that we strip the natural
processes of dealing with manipulable objects within the world of all merely ‘subjective’ or
lifeworld qualities. These processes lose all of the qualities attached to them in a ‘projective’
way based on other practical experiences (for example, as a tool or an obstacle, as poison or
food, as shelter or inhospitable surroundings). On the other hand, an interpreter who seeks
access to cultural expressions, actions, texts, markets, etc., must essentially engage in the very
practices to which the segments of the everyday world constituted through the lifeworld owe
their qualities. In the process, the interpreter draws on a prior understanding she acquired
previously based on an ordinary language – that is, as a participant in everyday communication
and as a member of an intersubjectively shared lifeworld.

This methodological connection between the observer perspective in the humanities and social
science and the perspective of a participant in antecedent practices explains the peculiar
dynamic generated by these disciplines themselves, which necessitates a different kind of
abstraction from the one involved in natural science – namely, reflection on underlying
general structures of the lifeworld. The more the social and cultural sciences objectify
lifeworld practices in their functional differentiation and their historical and cultural diversity,
the more they force these analyses to make a transition from hermeneutic to reconstructive
interpretation and to develop a formal concept of the lifeworld as such that can only be
acquired through reflection.30 The analytical clarification of the background and
presuppositions of communicative action requires a kind of reflection that is beyond the scope
of the humanities and social sciences. The only experiential basis for this genuinely
philosophical inquiry, as I tacitly assumed when I introduced the formal pragmatic concept of
the lifeworld, is the performative consciousness of speaking and communicating, cooperating,
experiencing, calculating and judging subjects who intervene in the world.31

Husserl correctly recognized that the progressive scientific objectification of the everyday
world necessitated the disenchantment of nature and the formal characterization of the
lifeworld. Within the horizon of the lifeworld, the human and natural sciences find their own
modes of access to their respective object domains. But the detranscendentalization of the
lifeworld also reveals the dilemma. On the one hand, the dual perspective of the natural and
the human sciences is at odds with a deep-seated intuition: even a concept of the ‘objective’
world that has been deflated to a presupposition of communication still has a unifying function.
Even in everyday communicative practice, the formal-pragmatic assumption of a world of
objects that exists independently of description and is identical for all observers suggests unity
and connection in the multiplicity of entities. Reason is ‘dissatisfied’ with a form of
ontological dualism that erupts within the world itself and is not merely epistemic in nature. On
the other hand, the bipolar objectivization is the result of a stubborn worldview development:
that semantically secured dual perspective is deeply anchored in the lifeworld and sets
conceptual limits to the naturalistic self-objectification of the human mind.32 Under a
naturalistic description, regardless of how accurate, a person would not be able to recognize
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herself as a person in general or as this individual person (as ‘herself’). For this reason, the
paradigmatic natural sciences would be able to redeem the claim to provide a monistic
description, even if such were possible, only by way of elimination, hence through exclusion,
not by translating the self-understanding of persons into an objectifying language. But would
they then still provide an inclusive description of everything in the objective world?

(6) Those who in the final analysis accord natural science a monopoly over socially
recognized empirical knowledge respond with compatibilist arguments when confronted with
the dilemma that, while assuming an objective world compels us to describe the latter in
monistic terms, epistemic dualism prevents us from providing such a description.33 They want
to uncouple empirical knowledge over which natural science claims a monopoly from the
understanding of self and world centred on the lifeworld. I do not need to repeat my objections
against this position here.34 Others search for the constitutive conditions of empirical
knowledge in the lifeworld taking the object domain-specific basic concepts of physics,
biology, psychology and the humanities as their guide.35 An epistemological link is then
produced via world-disclosing theoretical languages, methodologies, and lifeworld practices
between the ‘segments of the world’ that correspond to specific object domains. This strategy
builds on Husserl’s science-critical question but at the same time rids itself of the baggage of a
transcendental primordial ego through the recourse to lifeworld practices.36 But how can the
world-projecting practices themselves still be conceived as something which occurs in the
world? Because the projected possibilities of truth can prove themselves only with reference
to contingent natural processes that we experience, we must assume that our practices and
these processes themselves are somehow interconnected. This connection becomes apparent
when our projects fail; without this confrontation we could not learn anything about the world.

Anyone who rejects the ontological question raised by the epistemological turn as incorrectly
formulated, but at the same time does not want to project the levels of language into reality
itself in the manner of Nicolai Hartmann’s ontology of levels of reality, must come to terms
with the pluralism of some deeply anchored world-disclosing perspectives; then the world
itself disaggregates into the particularism of segments of the world that are relevant for the
lifeworld.37 From a neo-pragmatist perspective, we encounter natural processes under
different functional aspects of our ‘coping’ with the world which vary with vocabularies and
practices.38 But those who are not content with simply insisting on such a detranscendentalized,
but divided, epistemic situation must not capitulate before the black hole represented by the
ontological question of the origin and existence of the lifeworld.

Most of the options available here lead us onto speculative paths. Thus one can take the
peculiar ontic groundlessness of the lifeworld as a starting point for retranscendentalizing and
deepening the transcendental difference – either to supplement the deflated post-Kantian
philosophical understanding of self and the world with a religious interpretation of the world39

or to advocate a post-Kantian metaphysics which starts from an analysis of self-consciousness
and dares to take the step towards a cosmically expanded consciousness.40 For those who are
uneasy with this return to the motifs of the ‘strong’ traditions rooted in the Axial Age, there is,
if I am not mistaken, only one alternative – namely, the attempt to outdo the
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detranscendentalization of performing subjectivity once again through a weak form of
naturalism.41

The recovery of religious experience, of religious-metaphysical thinking in terms of unity, and
of scientistic naturalism are not the only ways we can try to reconcile epistemic dualism with
ontological monism. On the proposed reading in terms of a theory of communication, the
transcendental spontaneity of active subjectivity withdraws into the lifeworld practices through
which the reproduction of the lifeworld is interwoven with the results of learning processes
within the world. To be sure, this circular process can also be exemplified by processes in
social space and historical time. But this detranscendentalization is not radical enough to break
out of the self-centred reconstructive analysis of general structures of possible lifeworlds in
another direction – that of the evolution of socio-cultural forms of life as such. What we are
describing, after all, is the structures of linguistic communication and its background of which
we are aware only in performance and which can be accessed only through reflection from the
perspective of a participant in lifeworld practices. We describe these structures with the help
of rational reconstructions of general competences of knowing, speaking and acting subjects.
The learning processes of a socialized mind are facilitated primarily by the interplay between
the intentional relation to the world, reciprocal perspective-taking, the use of a propositionally
differentiated language, instrumental action and cooperation.

In conclusion, I would like at least to mention the heuristic question – namely, that of the
possibility of an empirical theory with which a mind thus characterized can reconstruct its
natural historical genesis in such a way that it can recognize itself in it.42 Perhaps the
perspective of a ‘natural history of the mind’ suggests itself because we can focus on the
natural conditions of emergence of a relation of complementarity between lifeworld and
objective world only under the epistemic conditions of this complementarity. From an
evolutionary perspective, the general structures of the lifeworld as described by philosophy
seem to provide the empirical initial conditions for accelerated cultural learning processes.
Our task would then be to identify the constellation of features that satisfy these conditions
based on natural history and to explain them in terms of a process of natural evolution
conceived in turn as a ‘learning process’. It would then have to be possible to ‘explain’ the
general structures of the lifeworld which have been reconstructed reflexively – that is, ‘from
the inside’ – like the emergent properties of an initial constellation described in empirical
terms.

Such an investigation, which is conducted in the archive of nature rather than in the laboratory,
would thus have to be guided by a comprehensive theory of learning. However, this should not
be conceived in a reductionist way such that we would have to make concessions from the
beginning concerning ‘our’ performatively acquired understanding of cultural learning
processes.43 Until the theory acquires sharper contours, however, it remains unclear in what
sense we can speak of ‘emergence’ and ‘explanation’. The analyses of the increase in
complexity of basic concepts observed at the linguistic levels of the life sciences, psychology,
and the cultural sciences could play a heuristic role for such a natural history of the mind,
which would enable us to connect the explanatory perspective ‘from above’ with that ‘from
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below’.44 Any such enterprise is, of course, in danger of merely dressing up a metaphysical
natural philosophy in postmetaphysical garb.
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43. This condition meets the objection raised by Hubig and Luckner (‘Natur, Kultur und
Technik als Reflexionsbegriffe’, p. 57) that the search for an ‘evolution’ that encompasses
both nature and culture represents a regression to a ‘lower level of reflection’.

44. The synthetic materialism of Arno Ros, Materie und Geist seems ultimately to boil down
to a form of perspectivism of the conceptual systems employed with which the same
phenomena can be classified in narrower or broader spatiotemporal contexts respectively.
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1 
On the Pragmatic, the Ethical, and the 
Moral Employments of Practical Reason 

For judith 

Contemporary discussions in practical philosophy draw, now as be-
fore, on three main sources: Aristotelian ethics, utilitarianism, and 
Kantian moral theory. Two of the parties to these interesting debates 
also appeal to Hegel who tried to achieve a synthesis of the classical 
communal and modern individualistic conceptions of freedom with 
his theory of objective spirit and his "sublation" (Aufhebung) of mo-
rality into ethical life. Whereas the communitarians appropriate the 
Hegelian legacy in the form of an Aristotelian ethics of the good and 
abandon the universalism of rational natural law, discourse ethics 
takes its orientation for an intersubjective interpretation of the cate-
gorical imperative from Hegel's theory of recognition but without 
incurring the cost of a historical dissolution of morality in ethical life. 
Like Hegel it insists, though in a Kantian spirit, on the internal 
relation between justice and solidarity. It attempts to show that the 
meaning of the basic principle of morality can be explicated in terms 
of the content of the unavoidable presuppositions of an argumenta-
tive practice that can be pursued only in common with others. The 
moral point of view from which we can judge practical questions 
impartially is indeed open to different interpretations. But because 
it is grounded in the communicative structure of rational discourse 
as such, we cannot simply dispose of it at will. It forces itself intuitively 
on anyone who is at all open to this reflective form of communicative 
action. With this fundamental assumption, discourse ethics situates 
itself squarely in the Kantian tradition yet without leaving itself vul-
nerable to the objections with which the abstract ethics of conviction 
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has met from its inception. Admittedly, it adopts a narrowly circum-
scribed conception of morality that focuses on questions of justice. 
But it neither has to neglect the calculation of the consequences of 
actions rightly emphasized by utilitarianism nor exclude from the 
sphere of discursive problematization the questions of the good life 
accorded prominence by classical ethics, abandoning them to irra-
tional emotional dispositions or decisions. The term discourse ethics 
may have occasioned a misunderstanding in this connection. The 
theory of discourse relates in different ways to moral, ethical, and 
pragmatic questions. It is this differentiation that I propose to clarify 
here. 

Classical ethics, like modern theories, proceeds from the question 
that inevitably forces itself upon an individual in need of orientation 
faced with a perplexing practical task in a particular situation: how 
should I proceed, what should I do? 1 The meaning of this "should" 
remains indeterminate as long as the relevant problem and the aspect 
under which it is to be addressed have not been more clearly speci-
fied. I will begin by taking the distinction between pragmatic, ethical, 
and moral questions as a guide to differentiating the various uses of 
practical reason. Different tasks are required of practical reason un-
der the aspects of the purposive, the good, and the just. Correspond-
ingly, the constellation of reason and volition changes as we move 
between pragmatic, ethical, and moral discourses. Finally, once moral 
theory breaks out of the investigative horizon of the first-person 
singular, it encounters the reality of an alien will, which generates 
problems of a different order. 

I 

Practical problems beset us in a variety of situations. They "have to 
be" mastered; otherwise we suffer consequences that are at very least 
annoying. We must decide what to do when the bicycle we use every 
day is broken, when we are afflicted with illness, or when we lack the 
money necessary to realize certain desires. In such cases we look for 
reasons for a rational choice between different available courses of 
action in the light of a task that we must accomplish if we want to 
achieve a certain goal. The goals themselves can also become prob-
lematic, as, for example, when holiday plans fall through or when 
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we must make a career decision. Whether one travels to Scandinavia 
or to Elba or stays at home or whether one goes directly to college 
or first does an apprenticeship, becomes a physician or a salesper-
son-such things depend in the first instance on our preferences and 
on the options open to us in such situations. Once again we seek 
reasons for a rational choice but in this case for a choice between the 
goals themselves. 

In both cases the rational thing to do is determined in part by what 
one wants: it is a matter of making a rational choice of means in the 
light of fixed purposes or of the rational assessment of goals in the 
light of existing preferences. Our will is already fixed as a matter of 
fact by our wishes and values; it is open to further determination 
only in respect of alternative possible choices of means or specifica-
tions of ends. Here we are exclusively concerned with appropriate 
techniques-whether for repairing bicycles or treating disease-with 
strategies for acquiring money or with programs for planning vaca-
tions and choosing occupations. In complex cases decision-making 
strategies themselves must be developed; then reason seeks reassur-
ance concerning its own procedure by becoming reflective-for ex-
ample, in the form of a theory of rational choice. As long as the 
question "What should I do?" has such pragmatic tasks in view, 
observations, investigations, comparisons, and assessments under-
taken on the basis of empirical data with a view to efficiency or with 
the aid of other decision rules are appropriate. Practical reflection 
here proceeds within the horizon of purposive rationality, its goal 
being to discover appropriate techniques, strategies, or programs.2 It 
leads to recommendations that, in the most straightforward cases, 
are expressed in the semantic form of conditional imperatives. Kant 
speaks in this connection of rules of skill and of counsels of prudence 
and, correspondingly, of technical and pragmatic imperatives. These 
relate causes to effects in accordance with value preferences and prior 
goal determinations. The imperative meaning they express can be 
glossed as that of a relative ought, the corresponding directions for 
action specifying what one "ought" or "must" do when faced with a 
particular problem if one wants to realize certain values or goals. Of 
course, once the values themselves become problematic, the ques-
tion "What should I do?" points beyond the horizon of purposive 
rationality. 
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In the case of complex decisions-for example, choosing a career-
it may transpire that the question is not a pragmatic one at all. 
Someone who wants to become a manager of a publishing house 
might deliberate as to whether it is more expedient to do an appren-
ticeship first or go straight to college; but someone who is not clear 
about what he wants to do is in a completely different situation. In 
the latter case, the choice of a career or a direction of study is bound 
up with one's "inclinations" or interests, what occupation one would 
find fulfilling, and so forth. The more radically this question is posed, 
the more it becomes a matter of what life one would like to lead, and 
that means what kind of person one is and would like to be. When 
faced with crucial existential choices, someone who does not know 
what he wants to be will ultimately be led to pose the question, "Who 
am I, and who would I like to be?" Decisions based on weak or trivial 
preferences do not require justification; no one need give an account 
of his preferences in automobiles or sweaters, whether to himself or 
anyone else. In the contrasting case, I shall follow Charles Taylor in 
using the term strong preferences to designate preferences that concern 
not merely contingent dispositions and inclinations but the self-un-
derstanding of a person, his character and way of life; they are 
inextricably interwoven with each individual's identity.3 This circum-
stance not only lends existential decisions their peculiar weight but 
also furnishes them with a context in which they both admit and 
stand in need of justification. Since Aristotle, important value decisions 
have been regarded as clinical questions of the good life. A decision 
based on illusions-attaching oneself to the wrong partner or choos-
ing the wrong career--<:an lead to a failed life. The exercise of 
practical reason directed in this sense to the good and not merely to 
the possible and expedient belongs, following classical usage, to the 
sphere of ethics. 

Strong evaluations are embedded in the context of a particular 
self-understanding. How one understands oneself depends not only 
on how one describes oneself but also on the ideals toward which one 
strives. One's identity is determined simultaneously by how one sees 
oneself and how one would like to see oneself, by what one finds 
oneself to be and the ideals with reference to which one fashions 
oneself and one's life. This existential self-understanding is evaluative 
in its core and, like all evaluations, is Janus faced. Two components 
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are interwoven in it: the descriptive component of the ontogenesis 
of the ego and the normative component of the ego-ideal. Hence, 
the clarification of one's self-understanding or the clinical reassurance 
of one's identity calls for an appropriative form of understanding-
the appropriation of one's own life history and the traditions and 
circumstances of life that have shaped one's process of development.4 

If illusions are playing a role, this hermeneutic self-understanding 
can be raised to the level of a form of reflection that dissolves self-
deceptions. Bringing one's life history and its normative context to 
awareness in a critical manner does not lead to a value-neutral self-
understanding; rather, the hermeneutically generated self-descrip-
tion is logically contingent upon a critical relation to self. A more 
profound self-understanding alters the attitudes that sustain, or at 
least imply, a life project with normative substance. In this way, strong 
evaluations can be justified through hermeneutic self-clarification. 

One will be able to choose between pursuing a career in manage-
ment and training to become a theologian on better grounds after 
one has become dear about who one is and who one would like to 
be. Ethical questions are generally answered by unconditional imper-
atives such as the following: "You must embark on a career that 
affords you the assurance that you are helping other people." The 
meaning of this imperative can be understood as an "ought" that is 
not dependent on subjective purposes and preferences and yet is not 
absolute. What you "should" or "must" do has here the sense that it 
is "good" for you to act in this way in the long run, all things consid-
ered. Aristotle speaks in this connection of paths to the good and 
happy life. Strong evaluations take their orientation from a goal 
posited absolutely for me, that is, from the highest good of a self-
sufficient form of life that has its value in itself. 

The meaning of the question "What should I do?" undergoes a 
further transformation as soon as my actions affect the interests of 
others and lead to conflicts that should be regulated in an impartial 
manner, that is, from the moral point of view. A contrasting com-
parison will be instructive concerning the new discursive modality 
that thereby comes into play. Pragmatic tasks are informed by the 
perspective of an agent who takes his preferences and goals as his 
point of departure. Moral problems cannot even be conceived from 
this point of view because other persons are accorded merely the 
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status of means or limiting conditions for the realization of one's own 
individual plan of action. In strategic action, the participants assume 
that each decides egocentrically in accordance with his own interests. 
Given these premises, there exists from the beginning at least a latent 
conflict between adversaries. This can be played out or curbed and 
brought under control; it can also be resolved in the mutual interest 
of all concerned. But without a radical shift in perspective and atti-
tude, an interpersonal conflict cannot be perceived by those involved 
as a moral problem. If I can secure a loan only by concealing pertinent 
information, then from a pragmatic point of view all that counts is 
the probability of my deception's succeeding. Someone who raises 
the issue of its permissibility is posing a different kind of question-
the moral question of whether we all could will that anyone in my 
situation should act in accordance with the same maxim. 

Ethical questions by no means call for a complete break with the 
egocentric perspective; in each instance they take their orientation 
from the telos of one's own life. From this point of view, other 
persons, other life histories, and structures of interests acquire im-
portance only to the extent that they are interrelated or interwoven 
with my identity, my life history, and my interests within the frame-
work of an intersubjectively shared form of life. My development 
unfolds against a background of traditions that I share with other 
persons; moreover, my identity is shaped by collective identities, and 
my life history is embedded in encompassing historical forms of life. 
To that extent the life that is good for me also concerns the forms of 
life that are common to us.5 Thus, Aristotle viewed the ethos of the 
individual as embedded in the polis comprising the citizen body. But 
ethical questions point in a different direction from moral questions: 
the regulation of interpersonal conflicts of action resulting from op-
posed interests is not yet an issue. Whether I would like to be someone 
who in a case of acute need would be willing to defraud an anony-
mous insurance company just this one time is not a moral question, 
for it concerns my self-respect and possibly the respect that others 
show me, but not equal respect for all, and hence not the symmetrical 
respect that everyone should accord the integrity of all other persons. 

We approach the moral outlook once we begin to examine our 
maxims as to their compatibility with the maxims of others. By max-
ims Kant meant the more or less trivial, situational rules of action by 
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which an individual customarily regulates his actions. They relieve 
the agent of the burden of everyday decision making and fit together 
to constitute a more or less consistent life practice in which the agent's 
character and way of life are mirrored. What Kant had in mind were 
primarily the maxims of an occupationally stratified, early capitalist 
society. Maxims constitute in general the smallest units in a network 
of operative customs in which the identity and life projects of an 
individual (or group) are concretized; they regulate the course of 
daily life, modes of interaction, the ways in which problems are 
addressed and conflicts resolved, and so forth. Maxims are the plane 
in which ethics and morality intersect because they can be judged 
alternately from ethical and moral points of view. The maxim to 
allow myself just one trivial deception may not be good for me-for 
example, if it does not cohere with the picture of the person who I 
would like to be and would like others to acknowledge me to be. The 
same maxim may also be unjust if its general observance is not equally 
good for all. A mode of examining maxims or a heuristic for gen-
erating maxims guided by the question of how I want to live involves 
a different exercise of practical reason from reflection on whether 
from my perspective a generally observed maxim is suitable to reg-
ulate our communal existence. In the first case, what is being asked 
is whether a maxim is good for me and is appropriate in the given 
situation, and in the second, whether I can will that a maxim should 
be followed by everyone as a general law. 

The former is a matter for ethical deliberation, the latter for moral 
deliberation, though still in a restricted sense, for the outcome of this 
deliberation remains bound to the personal perspective of a partic-
ular individual. My perspective is structured by my self-understand-
ing, and a casual attitude toward deception may be compatible with 
my preferred way of life if others behave similarly in comparable 
situations and occasionally make me the victim of their manipulations. 
Even Hobbes recognizes a golden rule with reference to which such 
a maxim could be justified under appropriate circumstances. For him 
it is a "natural law" that each should accord everyone else the rights 
he demands for himself.6 But an egocentrically conceived universal-
izability test does not yet imply that a maxim would be accepted by 
all as the moral yardstick of their actions. This would follow only if 
my perspective necessarily cohered with that of everyone else. Only 
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if my identity and my life project reflected a universally valid form 
of life would what from my perspective is equally good for all in fact 
be equally in the interest of alP 

A categorical imperative that specifies that a maxim is just only if 
all could will that it should be adhered to by everyone in comparable 
situations first signals a break with the egocentric character of the 
golden rule ("Do not do unto others what you would not have them 
do unto you"). Everyone must be able to will that the maxims of our 
action should become a universal law. 8 Only a maxim that can be 
generalized from the perspective of all affected counts as a norm that 
can command general assent and to that extent is worthy of recog-
nition or, in other words, is morally binding. The question "What 
should I do?" is answered morally with reference to what one ought 
to do. Moral commands are categorical or unconditional imperatives 
that express valid norms or make implicit reference to them. The 
imperative meaning of these commands alone can be understood as 
an "ought" that is dependent on neither subjective goals and pref-
erences nor on what is for me the absolute goal of a good, successful, 
or not-failed life. Rather, what one "should" or "must" do has here 
the sense that to act thus is just and therefore a duty. 

II 

Thus, the question "What should I do?" takes on a pragmatic, an 
ethical, or a moral meaning depending on how the problem is con-
ceived. In each case it is a matter of justifying choices among alter-
native available courses of action, but pragmatic tasks call for a 
different kind of action, and the corresponding question, a different 
kind of answer, from ethical or moral ones. Value-oriented assessments 
of ends and purposive assessments of available means facilitate ra-
tional decisions concerning how we must intervene in the objective 
world in order to bring about a desired state of affairs. This is 
essentially a matter of settling empirical questions and questions of 
rational choice, and the terminus ad quem of a corresponding prag-
matic discourse is a recommendation concerning a suitable technol-
ogy or a realizable program of action. The rational consideration of 
an important value decision that affects the whole course of one's life 
is quite a different matter. This latter involves hermeneutical clarifi-
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cation of an individual's self-understanding and clinical questions of 
a happy or not-failed life. The terminus ad quem of a corresponding 
ethical-existential discourse is advice concerning the correct conduct 
of life and the realization of a personal life project. Moral judgment 
of actions and maxims is again something different. It serves to clarify 
legitimate behavioral expectations in response to interpersonal con-
flicts resulting from the disruption of our orderly coexistence by 
conflicts of interests. Here we are concerned with the justification 
and application of norms that stipulate reciprocal rights and duties, 
and the terminus ad quem of a corresponding moral-practical discourse 
is an agreement concerning the just resolution of a conflict in the 
realm of norm-regulated action, . 

Thus, the pragmatic, ethical, and moral employments of practical 
reason have as their respective goals technical and strategic directions 
for action, clinical advice, and moral judgments. Practical reason is 
the ability to justify corresponding imperatives, where not just the 
illocutionary meaning of "must" or "ought" changes with the practical 
relation and the kind of decision impending but also the concept of 
the will that is supposed to be open to determination by rationally 
grounded imperatives in each instance. The "ought" of pragmatic 
recommendations relativized to subjective ends and values is tailored 
to the arbitrary choice (Willkur) of a subject who makes intelligent 
decisions on the basis of contingent attitudes and preferences that 
form his point of departure; the faculty of rational choice does not 
extend to the interests and value orientations themselves but presup-
poses them as given. The "ought" of clinical advice relativized to the 
telos of the good life is addressed to the striving for self-realization 
and thus to the resoluteness (Entschluflkraft) of an individual who has 
committed himself to an authentic life; the capacity for existential 
decisions or radical choice of self always operates within the horizon 
of a life history, in whose traces the individual can discern who he is 
and who he would like to become. The categorical "ought" of moral 
injunctions, finally, is directed to the free will (freien Willen), emphat-
ically construed, of a person who acts in accordance with self-given 
laws; this will alone is autonomous in the sense that it is completely 
open to determination by moral insights. In the sphere of validity of 
the moral law, neither contingent dispositions nor life histories and 
personal identities set limits to the determination of the will by prac-
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tical reason. Only a will that is guided by moral insight, and hence is 
completely rational, can be called autonomous. All heteronomous 
elements of mere choice or of commitment to an idiosyncratic way 
of life, however authentic it may be, have been expunged from such 
a will. Kant confused the autonomous will with an omnipotent will 
and had to transpose it into the intelligible realm in order to conceive 
of it as absolutely determinative. But in the world as we experience 
it, the autonomous will is efficacious only to the extent that it can 
ensure that the motivational force of good reasons outweighs the 
power of other motives. Thus, in the plain language of everyday life, 
we call a correctly informed but weak will a "good will." 

To summarize, practical reason, according to whether it takes its 
orientation from the purposive, the good, or the just, directs itself in 
turn to the choice of the purposively acting subject, to the resolute-
ness of the authentic, self-realizing subject, or to the free will of the 
subject capable of moral judgment. In each instance, the constellation 
of reason and volition and the concept of practical reason itself 
undergo alteration. Not only the addressee, the will of the agent who 
seeks an answer, changes its status with the meaning of the question 
"What should I do?" but also the addresser, the capacity of practical 
deliberation itself. According to the aspect chosen, there result three 
different though complementary interpretations of practical reason. 
But in each of the three major philosophical traditions, just one of 
these interpretations has been thematized. For Kant practical reason 
is coextensive with morality; only in autonomy do reason (Vernunft) 
and the will attain unity. Empiricism assimilates practical reason to 
its pragmatic use; in Kantian terminology, it is reduced to the pur-
posive exercise of the understanding (Verstand). And in the Aristo-
telian tradition, practical reason assumes the role of a faculty of 
judgment (Urteilskraft) that illuminates the life historical horizon of a 
customary ethos. In each case a different exercise is attributed to prac-
tical reason, as will become apparent when we consider the respective 
discourses in which they operate. 

III 

Pragmatic discourses in which we justify technical and strategic rec-
ommendations have a certain affinity with empirical discourses. They 
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serve to relate empirical knowledge to hypothetical goal determina-
tions and preferences and to assess the consequences of (imperfectly 
informed) choices in the light of underlying maxims. Technical or 
strategic recommendations ultimately derive their validity from the 
empirical knowledge on which they rest. Their validity does not 
depend on whether an addressee decides to adopt their directives. 
Pragmatic discourses take their orientation from possible contexts of 
application. They are related to the actual volitions of agents only 
though subjective goal determinations and preferences. There is no 
internal relation between reason and the will. In ethical-existential 
discourses, this constellation is altered in such a way that justifications 
become rational motives for changes of attitude. 

The roles of agent and participant in discourse overlap in such 
processes of self-clarification. Someone who wishes to attain clarity 
about his life as a whole-to justify important value decisions and to 
gain assurance concerning his identity-cannot allow himself to be 
represented by someone else in ethical-existential discourse, whether 
in his capacity as the one involved or as the one who must weigh 
competing claims. Nevertheless, there is room here for discourse 
because here too the steps in argumentation should not be idiosyn-
cratic but must be comprehensible in intersubjective terms. The in-
dividual attains reflective distance from his own life history only 
within the horizon of forms of life that he shares with others and 
that themselves constitute the context for different individual life 
projects. Those who belong to a shared lifeworld are potential par-
ticipants who can assume the catalyzing role of impartial critics in 
processes of self-clarification. This role can be refined into the ther-
apeutic role of an analyst once generalizable clinical knowledge comes 
into play. Clinical knowledge of this sort is first generated in such 
discourses.9 

Self-clarification draws on the context of a specific life history and 
leads to evaluative statements about what is good for a particular 
person. Such evaluations, which rest on the reconstruction of a con-
sciously appropriated life history, have a peculiar semantic status, for 
"reconstruction" here signifies not just the descriptive delineation of 
a developmental process through which one has become the individ-
ual one finds oneself to be; it signifies at the same time a critical 
sifting and rearrangement of the elements integrated in such a way 
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that one's own past can be accepted in the light of existing possibilities 
of action as the developmental history of the person one would like 
to be and continue to be in the future. The existential figure of the 
"thrown projection" (geworfener Entwurf) illuminates the Janus-faced 
character of the strong evaluations justified by way of a critical ap-
propriation of one's own life history. Here genesis and validity can 
no longer be separated as they can in the case of technical and 
strategic recommendations. Insofar as I recognize what is good for 
me, I also already in a certain sense make the advice my own; that is 
what it means to make a conscious decision. To the extent that I have 
become convinced of the soundness of clinical advice, I have also 
already made up my mind to transform my life in the manner sug-
gested. On the other hand, my identity is only responsive to-even 
at the mercy of-the reflexive pressure of an altered self-understand-
ing when it observes the same standards of authenticity as ethical-
existential discourse itself. Such a discourse already presupposes, on 
the part of the addressee, a striving to live an authentic life or the 
suffering of a patient who has become conscious of the "sickness unto 
death." In this respect, ethical-existential discourse remains contin-
gent on the prior telos of a consciously pursued way of life. 

IV 

In ethical-existential discourses, reason and the will condition one 
another reciprocally, though the latter remains embedded in the life-
historical context thematized. Participants in processes of self-clari-
fication cannot distance themselves from the life histories and forms 
of life in which they actually find themselves. Moral-practical dis-
courses, by contrast, require a break with all of the unquestioned 
truths of an established, concrete ethical life, in addition to distancing 
oneself from the contexts of life with which one's identity is inextric-
ably interwoven. The higher-level intersubjectivity characterized by 
an intermeshing of the perspective of each with the perspectives of 
all is constituted only under the communicative presuppositions of a 
universal discourse in which all those possibly affected could take 
part and could adopt a hypothetical, argumentative stance toward 
the validity claims of norms and modes of action that have become 
problematic. This impartial standpoint overcomes the subjectivity of 
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the individual participant's perspective without becoming discon-
nected from the performative attitude of the participants. The ob-
jectivity of the so-called ideal observer would impede access to the 
intuitive knowledge of the lifeworld. Moral-practical discourse rep-
resents the ideal extension of each individual communication com-
munity from within. 10 In this forum, only those norms proposed that 
express a common interest of all affected can win justified assent. To 
this extent, discursively justified norms bring to expression simulta-
neously both insight into what is equally in the interest of all and a 
general will that has absorbed into itself, without repression, the will of 
all. Understood in this way, the will determined by moral grounds 
does not remain external to argumentative reason; the autonomous 
will is completely internal to reason. 

Hence, Kant believed that practical reason first completely comes 
into its own and becomes coextensive with morality in its role as a 
norm-testing court of appeal. Yet the discourse-ethical interpretation 
of the categorical imperative we have offered reveals the one-sided-
ness of a theory that concentrates exclusively on questions of justifi-
cation. Once moral justifications rest on a principle of universalization 
constraining participants in discourse to examine whether disputed 
norms could command the well-considered assent of all concerned, 
detached from practical situations and without regard to current 
motives or existing institutions, the problem of how norms, thus 
grounded, could ever be applied becomes more acute. 11 Valid norms 
owe their abstract universality to the fact that they withstand the 
universalization test only in a decontextualized form. But in this 
abstract formulation, they can be applied without qualification only 
to standard situations whose salient features have been integrated 
from the outset into the conditional components of the rule as con-
ditions of application. Moreover,. every justification of a norm is 
necessarily subject to the normal limitations of a finite, historically 
situated outlook that is provincial in regard to the future. Hence a 
forteriori it cannot already explicitly allow for all of the salient features 
that at some time in the future will characterize the constellations of 
unforeseen individual cases. For this reason, the application of norms 
calls for argumentative clarification in its own right. In this case, the 
impartiality of judgment cannot again be secured through a principle 
of universalization; rather, in addressing questions of context-sensi-
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tive application, practical reason must be informed by a principle of 
appropriateness (Angemessenheit). What must be determined here is 
which of the norms already accepted as valid is appropriate in a given 
case in the light of all the relevant features of the situation conceived 
as exhaustively as possible. 

Of course, discourses of application, like justificatory discourses, 
are a purely cognitive undertaking and as such cannot compensate 
for the uncoupling of moral judgment from the concrete motives 
that inform actions. Moral commands are valid regardless of whether 
the addressee can also summon the resolve to do what is judged to 
be right. The autonomy of his will is a function of whether he is 
capable of acting from moral insight, but moral insights do not of 
themselves lead to autonomous actions. The validity claim we asso-
ciate with normative propositions certainly has obligatory force, and 
duty, to borrow Kant's terminology, is the affection of the will by the 
validity claim of moral commands. That the reasons underlying such 
validity claims are not completely ineffectual is shown by the pangs 
of conscience that plague us when we act against our better judgment. 
Guilt feelings are a palpable indicator of transgressions of duty, but 
then they express only the recognition that we lack good reasons to 
act otherwise. Thus, feelings of guilt reflect a split within the will itself. 

v 

The empirical will that has split off from the autonomous will plays 
an important role in the dynamics of our moral learning processes. 12 

The division of the will is a symptom of weakness of will only when 
the moral demands against which it transgresses are in fact legitimate 
and it is reasonable (zumutbar) to expect adherence to them under the 
given circumstances. In the revolt of a dissident will, there all too 
often also come to expression, as we know, the voice of the other 
who is excluded by rigid moral principles, the violated integrity of 
human dignity, recognition refused, interests neglected, and differ-
ences denied. 

Because the principles of a will that has attained autonomy embody 
a claim analogous to that associated with knowledge, validity and 
genesis once again diverge here as they do in pragmatic discourse. 
Thus, behind the facade of categorical validity may lurk a hidden, 
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entrenched interest that is susceptible only of being pushed through. 
This facade can be erected all the more easily because the rightness 
of moral commands, unlike the truth of technical or strategic rec-
ommendations, does not stand in a contingent relation to the will of 
the addressee but is intended to bind the will rationally from within. 
Liberating ourselves from the merely presumptive generality of se-
lectively employed universalistic principles applied in a context-
insensitive manner has always required, and today still requires, social 
movements and political struggles; we have to learn from the painful 
experiences and the irreparable suffering of those who have been 
humiliated, insulted, injured, and brutalized that nobody may be 
excluded in the name of moral universalism-neither underprivi-
leged classes nor exploited nations, neither domesticated women nor 
marginalized minorities. Someone who in the name of universalism 
excludes another who has the right to remain alien or other betrays 
his own guiding idea. The universalism of equal respect for all and 
of solidarity with everything that bears the mark of humanity is first 
put to the test by radical freedom in the choice of individual life 
histories and particular forms of life. 

This reflection already oversteps the boundaries of individual will 
formation. Thus far we have examined the pragmatic, ethical, and 
moral employments of practical reason, taking as a guide the tradi-
tional question, "What should I do?" But with the shift in horizon of 
our questions from the first-person singular to the first-person plural, 
more changes than just the forum of reflection. Individual will for-
mation by its very nature is already guided by public argumentation, 
which it simply reproduces in foro interno. Thus, where moral life 
runs up against the boundaries of morality, it is not a matter of a 
shift in perspective from internal monological thought to public dis-
course but of a transformation in the problem at issue; what changes 
is the role in which other subjects are encountered. 

Moral-practical discourse detaches itself from the orientation to 
personal success and one's own life to which both pragmatic and 
ethical reflection remain tied. But norm-testing reason still encoun-
ters the other as an opponent in an imaginary-because counterfac-
tually extended and virtually enacted-process of argumentation. 
Once the other appears as a real individual with his own unsubstitut-



16 
On the Employments of Practical Reason 

able will, new problems arise. This reality of the alien will belongs to 
the primary conditions of collective will formation. 

The fact of the plurality of agents and the twofold contingency 
under which the reality of one will confronts that of another generate 
the additional problem of the communal pursuit of collective goals, 
and the problem of the regulation of communal existence under the 
pressure of social complexity also takes on a new form. Pragmatic 
discourses point to the necessity of compromise as soon as one's own 
interests have to be brought into harmony with those of others. 
Ethical-political discourses have as their goal the clarification of a 
collective identity that must leave room for the pursuit of diverse 
individual life projects. The problem of the conditions under which 
moral commands are reasonable motivates the transition from mo-
rality to law. And, finally, the implementation of goals and programs 
gives rise to questions of the transfer and neutral exercise of power. 

Modern rational natural law responded to this constellation of 
problems, but it failed to do justice to the intersubjective nature of 
collective will formation, which cannot be correctly construed as in-
dividual will formation writ large. Hence, we must renounce the 
premises of the philosophy of the subject on which rational natural 
law is based. From the perspective of a theory of discourse, the 
problem of agreement among parties whose wills and interests clash 
is shifted to the plane of institutionalized procedures and commu-
nicative presuppositions of processes of argumentation and negotia-
tion that must be actually carried out. 13 

It is only at the level of a discourse theory of law and politics that 
we can also expect an answer to the question invited by our analyses: 
Can we still speak of practical reason in the singular after it has 
dissolved into three different forms of argumentation under the 
aspects of the purposive, the good, and the right? All of these forms 
of argument are indeed related to the wills of possible agents, but as 
we have seen, concepts of the will change with the type of question 
and answer entertained. The unity of practical reason can no longer 
be grounded in the unity of moral argumentation in accordance with 
the Kantian model of the unity of transcendental consciousness, for 
there is no metadiscourse on which we could fall back to justify the 
choice between different forms of argumentation. 14 Is the issue of 
whether we wish to address a given problem under the standpoint 
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of the purposive, the good, or the just not then left to the arbitrary 
choice, or at best the prediscursive judgment, of the individual? 
Recourse to a faculty of judgment that "grasps" whether a problem 
is aesthetic rather than economic, theoretical rather than practical, 
ethical rather than moral, political rather than legal, must remain 
suspect for anyone who agrees that Kant had good grounds for 
abandoning the Aristotelian concept of judgment. In any case, it is 
not the faculty of reflective judgment, which subsumes particular 
cases under general rules, that is relevant here but an aptitude for 
discriminating problems into different kinds. 

As Peirce and the pragmatists correctly emphasize, real problems 
are always rooted in something objective. The problems we confront 
thrust themselves upon us; they have a situation-defining power and 
engage our minds with their own logics. Nevertheless, if each prob-
lem followed a unique logic of its own that had nothing to do with 
the logic of the next problem, our minds would be led in a new 
direction by every new kind of problem. A practical reason that saw 
its unity only in the blind spot of such a reactive faculty of judgment 
would remain an opaque construction comprehensible only in phe-
nomenological terms. 

Moral theory must bequeath this question unanswered to the phi-
losophy of law; the unity of practical reason can be realized in an 
unequivocal manner only within a network of public forms of com-
munication and practices in which the conditions of rational collective 
will formation have taken on concrete institutional form. 



CHAPTER SIX 

Technology and Science as "Ideology" 

For Herbert Marcuse on his seventieth birthday, 
July 19,1968 

Max Weber introduced the concept of "rationality" in 
order to define the form of capitalist economic activity, bour-
geois private law, and bureaucratic authority. Rationalization 
means, first of all, the extension of the areas of society subject to 
the criteria of rational decision. Second, social labor is indus-
trialized, w i t h the result that criteria of instrumental action also 
penetrate into other areas of life (urbanization of the mode of 
life, technification of transport and communication). Both 
trends exemplify the type of purposive-rational action, which 
refers to either the organization of means or choice between 
alternatives. Planning can be regarded as purposive-rational ac-
tion of the second order. I t aims at the establishment, improve-
ment, or expansion of systems of purposive-rational action 
themselves. 

The progressive "rationalization" of society is linked to 
the institutionalization of scientific and technical development. 
T o the extent that technology and science permeate social insti-
tutions and thus transform them, old legitimations are destroyed. 
The secularization and "disenchantment" of action-orienting 
worldviews, of cultural tradition as a whole, is the obverse of 
the growing "rationality" of social action. 

Herbert Marcuse has taken these analyses as a point of 
departure in order to demonstrate that the formal concept of 
rationality—which Weber derived f r o m the purposive-rational 
action of the capitalist entrepreneur, the industrial wage laborer, 
the abstract legal person, and the modern administrative official 

81 



82 TOWARD A RATIONAL SOCIETY 

and based on the criteria of science as well as technology—has 
specific substantive implications. Marcuse is convinced that 
what Weber called "rationalization" realizes not rationality as 
such but rather, in the name of rationality, a specific form of 
unacknowledged political domination. Because this sort of ra-
tionality extends to the correct choice among strategies, the 
appropriate application of technologies, and the efficient estab-
lishment of systems (with presupposed aims in given situations), 
i t removes the total social framework of interests in which 
strategies are chosen, technologies applied, and systems estab-
lished, f rom the scope of reflection and rational reconstruction. 
Moreover, this rationality extends only to relations of possible 
technical control and therefore requires a type of action that 
implies domination, whether of nature or of society. By virtue 
of its structure, purposive-rational action is the exercise of con-
trol. That is why, in accordance w i t h this rationality, the 
"rationalization" of the conditions of life is synonymous w i t h 
the institutionalization of a form of domination whose political 
character becomes unrecognizable: the technical reason of a 
social system of purposive-rational action does not lose its polit-
ical content. Marcuse's critique of Weber comes to the conclu-
sion that 

the very concept of technical reason is perhaps 
ideological. N o t only the application of technology but 
technology itself is domination (of nature and men)— 
methodical, scientific, calculated, calculating control. 
Specific purposes and interests of domination are not 
foisted upon technology "subsequently" and f rom the 
outside; they enter the very construction of the 
technical apparatus. Technology is always a historical-
social project: in it is projected what a society and its 
ruling interests intend to do w i t h men and things. Such 
a "purpose" of domination is "substantive" and to this 
extent belongs to the very form of technical reason.1 

As early as 1956 Marcuse referred in a quite dif-
ferent context to the peculiar phenomenon that in industrially 
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advanced capitalist societies domination tends to lose its ex-
ploitative and oppressive character and become "rational," w i t h -
out political domination thereby disappearing: "domination is 
dependent only on the capacity and drive to maintain and extend 
the apparatus as a whole ." 2 Domination is rational in that a 
system can be maintained which can allow itself to make the 
growth of the forces of production, coupled with scientific and 
technical progress, the basis of its legitimation although, at the 
same time, the level of the productive forces constitutes a 
potential in relation to which "the renunciations and burdens 
placed on individuals seem more and more unnecessary and irra-
tional."'' I n Marcuse's judgment, the objectively superfluous 
repression can be recognized in the "intensified subjection of 
individuals to the enormous apparatus of production and dis-
tribution, in the deprivatization of free time, in the almost indis-
tinguishable fusion of constructive and destructive social labor."4 

Paradoxically, however, this repression can disappear from the 
consciousness of the population because the legitimation of 
domination has assumed a new character: i t refers to the "con-
stantly increasing productivity and domination of nature which 
keeps individuals . . . l iving in increasing comfort . " 5 

The institutionalized growth of the forces of produc-
tion following f r o m scientific and technical progress surpasses 
all historical proportions. From i t the institutional framework 
draws its opportunity for legitimation. The thought that rela-
tions of production can be measured against the potential of 
developed productive forces is prevented because the existing 
relations of production present themselves as the technically 
necessary organizational form of a rationalized society. Here 
"rationality," in Weber's sense, shows its Janus face. I t is no 
longer only a critical standard for the developmental level of the 
forces of production in relation to which the objectively super-
fluous, repressive character of historically obsolete relations of 
production can be exposed. I t is also an apologetic standard 
through which these same relations of production can be justi-
fied as a functional institutional framework. Indeed, in relation 
to its apologetic serviceability, "rationality" is weakened as a 
critical standard and degraded to a corrective within the sys-
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tem: what can still be said is at best that society is "poorly pro-
grammed." A t thestage of their scientific-technical development, 
then, the forces of production appear toenter a new constella-
tion w i t h the relations of production. N o w they no longer 
function as the basis of a critique of prevailing legitimations in 
the interest of political enlightenment, but become instead the 
basis of legitimation. This is what Marcuse conceives of as 
world-historically new. 

But i f this is the case, must not the rationality embodied 
in systems of purposive-rational action be understood as spe-
cifically limited? Must not the rationality of science and tech-
nology, instead of being reducible to unvarying rules of logic 
and method have absorbed a substantive, historically derived, 
and therefore transitory a pr ior i structure? Marcuse answers in 
the affirmative: 

The principles of modern science were a priori 
structured in such a way that they could serve as 
conceptual instruments for a universe of self-propelling, 
productive control; theoretical operationalism came to 
correspond to practical operationalism. The scientific 
method which led to the ever-more-effective domination 
of nature thus came to provide the pure concepts as 
well as the instrumentalities for the ever-more-effective 
domination of man by man through the domination of 
nature . . . Today, domination perpetuates and extends 
itself not only through technology but as technology, 
and the latter provides the great legitimation of the 
expanding political power, which absorbs all spheres of 
culture. 

I n this universe, technology also provides the 
great rationalization of the unfreedom of man and 
demonstrates the "technical" impossibility of being 
autonomous, of determining one's own life. For this 
unfreedom appears neither as irrational nor as political, 
but rather as submission to the technical apparatus 
which enlarges the comforts of life and increases the 
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productivity of labor. Technological rationality thus 
protects rather than cancels the legitimacy of 
domination and the instrumentalist horizon of reason 
opens on a rationally totalitarian society.6 

Weber's "rationalization" is not only a long-term process 
of the transformation of social structures but simultaneously "ra-
tionalization" in Freud's sense: the true motive, the perpetuation 
of objectively obsolete domination, is concealed through the 
invocation of purposive-rational imperatives. This invocation is 
possible only because the rationality of science and technology 
is immanently one of control: the rationality of domination. 

Marcuse owes this concept, according to which modern 
science is a historical formation, equally to Husserl's treatise on 
the crisis of European science and Heidegger's destruction of 
Western metaphysics. From the materialist position Ernst Bloch 
has developed the viewpoint that the rationality of modern 
science is, in its roots, distorted by capitalism in such a way as 
to rob modern technology of the innocence of a pure produc-
tive force. But Marcuse is the first to make the "political content 
of technical reason" the analytical point of departure for a 
theory of advanced capitalist society. Because he not only 
develops this viewpoint philosophically but also attempts to 
corroborate i t through sociological analysis, the difficulties i n -
herent in this conception become visible. I shall refer here to 
but one ambiguity contained in Marcuse's own conception. 

I f the phenomenon on which Marcuse bases his social 
analysis, i.e. the peculiar fusion of technology and domination, 
rationality and oppression, could not be interpreted otherwise 
than as a world "project," as Marcuse says in the language of 
Sartre's phenomenology, contained in the material a priori of 
the logic of science and technology and determined by class 
interest and historical situation, then social emancipation could 
not be conceived without a complementary revolutionary trans-
formation of science and technology themselves. In several 
passages Marcuse is tempted to pursue this idea of a N e w 
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Science in connection w i t h the promise, familiar in Jewish and 
Protestant mysticism, of the "resurrection of fallen nature." 
This theme, well-known f o r having penetrated into Schelling's 
(and Baader's) philosophy via Swabian Pietism, returns in 
Marx's Paris Manuscripts, today constitutes the central thought 
of Bloch's philosophy, and, in reflected forms, also directs the 
more secret hopes of Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer, and 
Theodor W . Adorno. I t is also present in Marcuse's thought: 

The point which I am trying to make is that science, 
by virtue of its own method and concepts, has projected 
and promoted a universe in which the domination of 
nature has remained linked to the domination of man— 
a link which tends to be fatal to this universe as a 
whole. Nature, scientifically comprehended and 
mastered, reappears in the technical apparatus of 
production and destruction which sustains and improves 
the life of the individuals while subordinating them to 
the masters of the apparatus. Thus the rational hierarchy 
merges w i t h the social one. I f this is the case, then the 
change in the direction of progress, which might sever 
this fatal link, would also affect the very structure of 
science—the scientific project. Its hypotheses, without 
losing their rational character, would develop in an 
essentially different experimental context (that of a 
pacified w o r l d ) ; consequently, science would arrive at 
essentially different concepts of nature and establish 
essentially different facts.7 

I n a logical fashion Marcuse envisages not only dif-
ferent modes of theory formation but a different scientific 
methodology in general. The transcendental framework within 
which nature would be made the object of a new experience 
would then no longer be the functional system of instrumental 
action. The viewpoint or possible technical control would be 
replaced by one of preserving, fostering, and releasing the 
potentialities of nature: "there are t w o kinds of mastery: a 
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repressive and a liberating pne." 8 T o this view i t must be 
objected that modern science can be interpreted as a historically 
unique project only if at least one alternative project is think-
able. And, in addition, an alternative N e w Science would have 
to include the definition of a N e w Technology. This is a sober-
ing consideration because technology, i f based at all on a project, 
can only be traced back to a "project" of the human species as 
a whole, and not to one that could be historically surpassed. 

Arnold Gehlen has pointed out in what seems to me 
conclusive fashion that there is an immanent connection be-
tween the technology known to us and the structure of pur-
posive-rational action. I f we comprehend the behavioral system 
of action regulated by its o wn results as the conjunction of 
rational decision and instrumental action, then we can recon-
struct the history of technology f rom the point of view of the 
step-by-step objectivation of the elements of that very system. 
I n any case technological development lends itself to being 
interpreted as though the human species had taken the elemen-
tary components of the behavioral system of purposive-rational 
action, which is primarily rooted in the human organism, and 
projected them one after another onto the plane of technical 
instruments, thereby unburdening itself of the corresponding 
functions.9 A t first the functions of the motor apparatus (hands 
and legs) were augmented and replaced, followed by energy 
production (of the human body) , the functions of the sensory 
apparatus (eyes, ears, and skin), and finally by the functions of 
the governing center (the brain). Technological development 
thus follows a logic that corresponds to the structure of pur-
posive-rational action regulated by its own results, which is in 
fact the structure of work. Realizing this, i t is impossible to 
envisage how, as long as the organization of human nature does 
not change and as long therefore as we have to achieve self-
preservation through social labor and w i t h the aid of means 
that substitute for work, we could renounce technology, more 
particularly our technology, in favor of a qualitatively differ-
ent one. 

Marcuse has in mind an alternative attitude to nature. 
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but it does not admit of the idea of a New Technology. Instead 
of treating nature as the object of possible technical control, we 
can encounter her as an opposing partner in a possible interac-
tion. W e can seek out a fraternal rather than an exploited 
nature. A t the level of an as yet incomplete intersubjectivity we 
can impute subjectivity to animals and plants, even to minerals, 
and t r y to communicate w i t h nature instead of merely process-
ing her under conditions of severed communication. A n d the 
idea that a still enchained subjectivity of nature cannot be un-
bound until men's communication among themselves is free 
f rom domination has retained, to say the least, a singular attrac-
tion. Only i f men could communicate without compulsion and 
each could recognize himself in the other, could mankind 
possibly recognize nature as another subject: not, as idealism 
would have it , as its Other, but as a subject of which mankind 
itself is the Other. 

Be that as it may, the achievements of technology, 
which are indispensable as such, could surely not be substituted 
for by an awakened nature. The alternative to existing tech-
nology, the project of nature as opposing partner instead of ob-
ject, refers to an alternative structure of action: to symbolic 
interaction in distinction to purposive-rational action. This 
means, however, that the two projects are projections of w o rk 
and of language, i.e. projects of the human species as a whole, 
and not of an individual epoch, a specific class, or a surpassable 
situation. The idea of a N e w Science w i l l not stand up to logical 
scrutiny any more than that of a N e w Technology, if indeed 
science is to retain the meaning of modern science inherently 
oriented to possible technical control. For this function, as for 
scientific-technical progress in general, there is no more "hu-
mane" substitute. 

Marcuse himself seems to doubt whether it is meaning-
ful to relativize as a "project" the rationality of science and 
technology. I n many passages of One-Dimensional Man, revolu-
tionizing technological rationality means only a transformation 
of the institutional framework which would leave untouched 
the forces of production as such. The structure of scientific-
technical progress would be conserved, and only the governing 
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values would be changed. N e w values would be translated into 
technically solvable tasks. The direction of this progress would 
be new, but the standard of rationality itself would remain un-
changed: 

Technics, as a universe of instrumentalities, may | 
increase the weakness as well as the power of man. | 
A t the present stage, he is perhaps more powerless 
over his own apparatus than he ever was before.is^ I 

z _ j 

This sentence reinstates the political innocence of the 
forces of production. Here Marcuse is only renewing the classi-
саГЗеН Гйо  of the relationship between the productive forces 
and the production relations. But in so doing, he is as far f rom 
coming to grips w i t h the new constellation at which he is aim-
ing as he was w i t h the assertion that the productive forces are 
thoroughly corrupted in their political implications. What is 
singular about the "rationality" of science and technology is 
that i t characterizes the growing potential of self-surpassing 
productive forces which continually threaten the institutional 
framework and at the same time, set the standard of legitimation 
for the production relations that restrict this potential. The 
dichotomy of this rationality cannot be adequately represented 
either by historicizing the concept or by returning to the ortho-
dox view: neither the model of the original sin of scientific-
technical progress nor that of its innocence do it justice. The 
most sensible formulation of the matter in question seems to me 
to be the fol lowing: 

The technological a priori is a political a priori 
inasmuch as the transformation of nature involves 
that of man, and inasmuch as the "man-made 
creations" issue f rom and reenter a societal ensemble. 
One may still insist that the machinery of the' 
technological universe is "as such" indifferent towards 
political ends—it can revolutionize or retard a society. 
A n electronic computer can serve equally in capitalist 
or socialist administrations; a cyclotron can be an 
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I equally efficient tool for a war party or a peace 
I party. . . . However, when technics becomes the 

* universal form of material production, i t circumscribes 
1 an entire culture; i t projects a historical totality— 
j a " w o r l d . " 1 1 

The difficulty, which Marcuse has only obscured w i t h 
the notion of the political content of technical reason, is to 
determine in a categorially precise manner the meaning of the 
expansion of the rational f o r m of science and technology, i.e. 
the rationality embodied in systems of purposive-rational action, 
to the proportions of a life form, of the "historical total i ty" of 
a l i fe-world. This is the same process that Weber meant to 
designate and explain as the rationalization of society. I believe 
that neither Weber nor Marcuse has satisfactorily accounted for 
i t . Therefore I should like to attempt to reformulate Weber's 
concept of rationalization in another frame of reference in order 
to discuss on this new basis Marcuse's critique of Weber, as well 
as his thesis of the double function of scientific-technical 
progress (as productive force and as ideology). I am proposing 
an interpretative scheme that, in the format of an essay, can be 
introduced but not seriously validated w i t h regard to its ut i l i ty . 
The historical generalizations thus serve only to clarify this 
scheme and are no substitute for its scientific substantiation. 

By means of the concept of "rationalization" Weber at-
tempted to grasp the repercussions of scientific-technical prog-
ress on the institutional framework of societies engaged in 
"modernization." He shared this interest w i t h the classical socio-
logical tradition in general, whose pairs of polar concepts all 
revolve about the same problem: how to construct a conceptual 
model of the institutional change brought about by the exten-
sion of subsystems of purposive-rational action. Status and con-
tract, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, mechanical and organic 
solidarity, informal and formal groups, primary and secondary 
groups, culture and civilization, traditional and bureaucratic 
authority, sacral and secular associations, military and industrial 
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society, status group and class—all of these pairs of concepts 
represent as many attempts to grasp the structural change of the 
institutional framework of a traditional society on the way to 
becoming a modern one. Even Parsons' catalog of possible 
alternatives of value-orientations belongs in the list of these at-
tempts, although he would not admit i t . Parsons claims that his 
list systematically represents the decisions between alternative 
value-orientations that must be made by the subject of any 
action whatsoever, regardless of the particular or historical con-
text. But i f one examines the list, one can scarcely overlook the 
historical situation of the inquiry on which i t is based. The four 
pairs of alternative value-orientations, 

affectivity versus affective neutrality, 
particularism versus universalism, 
ascription versus achievement, 
diffuseness versus specificity, 

which are supposed to take into account all possible funda-
mental decisions, are tailored to an analysis of one historical 
process. I n fact they define the relative dimensions of the modi-
fication of dominant attitudes in the transition from traditional 
to modern society. Subsystems of purposive-rational action do 
indeed demand orientation to the postponement of gratification, 
universal norms, individual achievement and active mastery, 
and specific and analytic relationships, rather than to the op-
posite orientations. 

I n order to reformulate what Weber called "rationaliza-
tion," I should like to go beyond the subjective approach that 
Parsons shares w i t h Weber and propose another categorial 
framework. I shall take as my starting point the fundamental 
distinction between work and interaction.12 

By " w o r k " or purposive-rational action I understand 
either instrumental action or rational choice or their conjunc-
tion. Instrumental action is governed by technical rules based 
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on empirical knowledge. In every case they imply conditional 
predictions about observable events, physical or social. These 
predictions can prove correct or incorrect. The conduct of 
rational choice is governed by strategies based on analytic k n o w l -
edge. They imply deductions f r o m preference rules (value sys-
tems) and decision procedures; these propositions are either 
correctly or incorrectly deduced. Purposive-rational action 
realizes defined goals under given conditions. But while instru-
mental action organizes means that are appropriate or inappro-
priate according to criteria of an effective control of reality, 
strategic action depends only on the correct evaluation of pos-
sible alternative choices, which results f rom calculation supple-
mented by values and maxims. 

By "interaction," on the other hand, I understand com-
municative action, symbolic interaction. I t is governed by bind-
ing consensual norms, which define reciprocal expectations 
about behavior and which must be understood and recognized 
by at least two acting subjects. Social norms are enforced 
through sanctions. Their meaning is objectified in ordinary lan-
guage communication. While the validity of technical rules and 
strategies depends on that of empirically true or analytically 
correct propositions, the validity of social norms is grounded 
only in the intersubjectivity of the mutual understanding of i n -
tentions and secured by the general recognition of obligations. 
Violation of a rule has a different consequence according to 
type. Incompetent behavior, which violates valid technical rules 
or strategies, is condemned per se to failure through lack of 
success; the "punishment" is built, so to speak, into its rebuff by 
reality. Deviant behavior, which violates consensual norms, 
provokes sanctions that are connected w i t h the rules only ex-
ternally, that is by convention. Learned rules of purposive-
rational action supply us w i t h skills, internalized norms w i t h 
personality structures. Skills put us in a position to solve prob-
lems; motivations allow us to fol low norms. The diagram below 
summarizes these definitions. They demand a more precise ex-
planation, which I cannot give here. I t is above all the bottom 
column which I am neglecting here, and i t refers to the very 
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problem for whose solution I am introducing the distinction 
between w ork and interaction. 

Institutional framework: 
symbolic interaction 

Systems of purposive-ra-
tional (instrumental and 
strategic) action 

action-orienting 
rules 

social norms technical rules 

level of 
definition 

intersubjectively shared 
ordinary language 

context-free language 

type of 
definition 

reciprocal expectations 
about behavior 

conditional predictions 
conditional imperatives 

mechanisms of 
acquisition 

role internalization learning of skills and 
qualifications 

function of 
action type 

maintenance of institu-
tions (conformity to 
norms on the basis of 
reciprocal enforcement) 

problem-solving (goal at-
tainment, defined in 
means-ends relations) 

sanctions against 
violation of rules 

punishment on the basis 
of conventional sanctions: 
failure against authority 

inefficacy: failure in 
reality 

"rationalization" emancipation, individua-
tion; extension of com-
munication free of domi-
nation 

growth of productive 
forces; extension of power 
of technical control 

In terms of the two types of action we can distinguish 
between social systems according to whether purposive-rational 
action or interaction predominates. The institutional framework 
of a society consists of norms that guide symbolic interaction. 
But there are subsystems such as (to keep to Weber's examples) 
the economic system or the state apparatus, in which primarilv 
sets of purposive-rational action are institutionalized. These con-
trast w i t h subsystems such as family and kinship structures, 
which, although linked to a number of tasks and skills, are 
primarily based on moral rules of interaction. So I shall dis-
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tinguish generally at the analytic level between (1 ) the institu-
tional framework of a society or the sociocultural l i fe-world 
and ( 2 ) the subsystems of purposive-rational action that are 
"embedded" in i t . Insofar as actions are determined by the insti-
tutional framework they are both guided and enforced by 
norms. Insofar as they are determined by subsystems of pur-
posive-rational action, they conform to patterns of instrumental 
or strategic action. Of course, only institutionalization can 
guarantee that such action w i l l in fact follow definite technical 
rules and expected strategies w i t h adequate probability. 

W i t h the help of these distinctions we can reformulate 
Weber's concept of "rationalization." 

The term "traditional society" has come to denote all 
social systems that generally meet the criteria of civilizations. 
The latter represent a specific stage in the evolution of the hu-
man species. They differ in several traits from more primitive 
social forms: ( 1 ) A centralized ruling power (state organiza-
tion of political power in contrast to tribal organization); ( 2 ) 
The division of society into socioeconomic classes (distribution 
to individuals of social obligations and rewards according to class 
membership and not according to kinship status); ( 3 ) The prev-
alence of a central worldview (myth, complex religion) to the 
end of legitimating political power (thus converting power into 
authority) . Civilizations are established on the basis of a rela-
tively developed technology and of division of labor in the 
social process of production, which make possible a surplus 
product, i.e. a quantity of goods exceeding that needed for the 
satisfaction of immediate and elementary needs. They owe 
their existence to the solution of the problem that first arises 
w i t h the production of a surplus product, namely, how to dis-
tribute wealth and labor both unequally and yet legitimately 
according to criteria other than those generated by a kinship 
system.1 3 

I n our context it is relevant that despite considerable 
differences in their level of development, civilizations, based on 
an economy dependent on agriculture and craft production, 
have tolerated technical innovation and organizational improve-



TECHNOLOGY AND S C I E N C E AS " l D E O L O G Y " 95 

ment only wi th in definite limits. One indicator of the tradi-
tional limits to the development of the forces of product ion^" 
that unti l about three hundred years ago no major social system 
had produced more than the equivalent of a maximum of two 
hundred dollars per capita per annum. The stable pattern of 
a precapitalist mode of production, preindustrial technology, 
and premodern science makes possible a typical relation of the 
institutional framework to subsystems of purposive-rational ac-
tion. For despite considerable progress, these subsystems, devel-
oping out of the system of social labor and its stock of 
accumulated technically exploitable knowledge, never reached 
that measure of extension after which their "rationality" would 
have become an open threat to the authority of the cultural 
traditions that legitimate political power. The expression "tradi-
tional society" refers to the circumstance that the institutional 
framework is grounded in the unquestionable underpinning of 
legitimation constituted by mythical, religious or metaphysical 
interpretations of reality—cosmic as well as social—as a whole. 
"Tradit ional" societies exist as long as the development of sub-
systems of purposive-rational action keep within the limits of 
the legitimating efficacy of cultural traditions.1 4 This is the basis 
for the "superiority" of the instimtionaJHx^nrey^ 
not preclude structural changes adapted to a potential surplus 

"reneratedin the economic svstem but does precludecritically 
O uaiMrm»*w*,i'™w'ft' ' ' ' " ' ^ 1 • • • J &*w^*>̂ M4%^^r+-*·™^**̂  

^alJengingthe traditional form of, legftjm^JapA, This immunity 
is a meaningful criterion for the delimitation of traditional 
societies from those which have crossed the threshold to 
modernization. 

The "superiority criterion," consequently, is applicable 
to all forms of class society organized as a state in which pr in-
ciples of universally valid rationality (whether of technical or 
strategic means-ends relations) have not explicitly and success-
fu l ly called into question the cultural validity of intersubjec-
tively shared traditions, which function as legitimations o f t h e 
political system. I t is only since the capitalist mode of produc-
tion has equipped the economic system w i t h a self-propelling 
mechanism that ensures long-term continuous growth (despite 
crises) in the productivity of labor that the introduction of 
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new technologies and strategies, i.e. innovation as such, has 
been institutionalized. As Marx and Schumpeter have proposed 
in their respective theories, the capitalist mode of production 
can be comprehended as a mechanism that guarantees the per-
manent expansion of subsystems of purposive-rational action and 
thereby overturns the traditionalist "superiority" of the institu-
tional framework to the forces of production. Capitalism is 
the first mode of production in wor ld history to institutionalize 
self-sustaining economic growth. I t has generated an industrial 
system that could be freed from the institutional framework of 
capitalism and connected to mechanisms other than that of the 
utilization of capital in private form. 

What characterizes the passage from traditional society 
to society commencing the process of modernization is not that 
structural modification of the institutional framework is neces-
sitated under the pressure of relatively developed productive 
forces, for that is the mechanism of the evolution of the species 
from the very beginning. What is new is a level of development 
of the productive forces that makes permanent the extension of 
subsystems of purposive-rational action and thereby calls into 
question the traditional form of the legitimation of power. The 
older mythic, religious, and metaphysical worldviews obey the 
logic of interaction contexts. They answer the central questions 
of men's collective existence and of individual life history. Their 
themes are justice and freedom, violence and oppression, happi-
ness and gratification, poverty, illness, and death. Their cate-
gories are victory and defeat, love and hate, salvation and 
damnation. Their logic accords w i t h the grammar of systemati-
cally distorted communication and w i t h the fateful causality of 
dissociated symbols and suppressed motives.1 5 The rationality 
of language games, associated w i t h communicative action, is 
confronted at the threshold of the modern period w i t h the ra-
tionality of means-ends relations, associated w i t h instrumental 
and strategic action. As soon as this confrontation can arise, the 
end of traditional society is in sight: the traditional form of 
legitimation breaks down. 

Capitalism is defined by a mode of production that not 
only poses this problem but also solves it . I t provides a legitima-
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tion of domination which is no longer called down from the 
lof ty heights of cultural tradition but instead summoned up 
from the base of social labor. The institution of the market, in 
which private property owners exchange commodities—includ¬
ing the market on which propertyless private individuals ex-
change their labor power as their only commodity—promises 
that exchange relations w i l l be and are just owing fo equiva-
lence.Even this bourgeois ideology of justice, by adopting the 
category of reciprocity, still employs a relation of communica-
tive action as the basis of legitimation. But the principle of 
reciprocity is now the organizing principle of the sphere of 
production and reproduction itself. Thus on the base of a mar-
ket economy, political domination can be legitimated henceforth 
" f r o m below" rather than " f rom above" (through invocation of 
cultural tradition). 

I f we suppose that the division of society into socio-
economic classes derives from the differential distribution 
among social groups of the relevant means of production, and 
that this distribution itself is based on the institutionalization 
of relations of social force, then we may assume that in all 
civilizations this institutional framework has been identical w i t h 
the system of political domination: traditional authority was 
political authority. Only wi th the emergence of the capitalist 
mode of production can the legitimation of the institutional 
framework be linked immediately w i t h the system of social 
labor. Only then can the property order change from a political 
relation to a production relation, because i t legitimates itself 
through the rationality of the market, the ideology of exchange 
society, and no longer through a legitimate power structure. I t 
is now the political system which is justified in terms of the 
legitimate relations of production: this is the real meaning and 
function of rationalist natural law from Locke to Kant . 1 6 The 
institutional framework of society is only mediately political 
and immediately economic (the bourgeois constitutional state 
as "superstructure"). 

The superiority of the capitalist mode of production to 
its predecessors has these t w o roots: the establishment of an 
economic mechanism that renders permanent the expansion of 
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subsystems of purposive-rational action, and the creation of an 
economic legitimation by means of which the political system 
can be adapted to the new requisites of rationality brought 
about by these developing subsystems. I t is this process of 
adaptation that Weber comprehends as "rationalization." W i t h i n 
it we can distinguish between two tendencies: rationalization 
" f r o m below" and rationalization " f rom above." 

A permanent pressure for adaptation arises f rom below 
as soon as the new mode of production becomes f u l l y operative 
through the institutionalization of a domestic market for goods 
and labor power and of the capitalist enterprise. In the system 
of social labor this institutionalization ensures cumulative prog-
ress in the forces of production and an ensuing horizontal exten-
sion of subsystems of purposive-rational action—at the cost of 
economic crises, to be sure. In this way traditional structures 
are increasingly subordinated to conditions of instrumental or 
strategic rationality: the organization of labor and of trade, the 
network of transportation, information, and communication, 
the institutions of private law, and, starting w i t h financial ad-
ministration, the state bureaucracy. Thus arises the substructure 
of a society under the compulsion of modernization. The latter 
eventually widens to take in all areas of life: the army, the 
school system, health services, and even the family. Whether in 
c i ty or country, it induces an urbanization of the form of life. 
That is, i t generates subcultures that train the individual to be 
able to "switch over" at any moment from an interaction con-
text to purposive-rational action. 

This pressure for rationalization coming f rom below is 
met by a compulsion to rationalize coming from above. For, 
measured against the new standards of purposive rationality, the 
power-legitimating and action-orienting traditions—especially 
mythological interpretations and religious worldviews—lose 
their cogency. On this level of generalization, what Weber 
termed "secularization" has two aspects. First, traditional wor ld-
views and objectivations lose their power and validity as myth , 
as public rel igion,ai customary ritual, as justifying metaphysics, 
as unquestionable tradition. Instead, they are reshaped into sub-
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jective belief systems and ethics which ensure the private 
cogency of modern value-orientations (the "Protestant ethic"). 
Second, they are transformed into constructions that do both 
at once: criticize tradition and reorganize the released material 
of tradition according to the principles of formal law and the 
exchange of equivalents (rationalist natural law) . Having be-
come fragile, existing legitimations are replaced by new ones. 
The latter emerge from the critique of the dogmatism of tradi-
tional interpretations of the world and claim a scientific char-
acter. Yet they retain legitimating functions, thereby keeping 
actual power relations inaccessible to analysis and to public 
consciousness. I t is in this way that ideologies in the restricted 
sense first came into being. They replace traditional legitima-
tions of power by appearing in the mantle of modern science 
and by deriving their justification f rom the critique of ideology. 
Ideologies are coeval w i t h the critique of ideology. I n this sense 
there can be no prebourgeois "ideologies." 

I n this connection modern science assumes a singular 
function. I n distinction from the philosophical sciences of the 
older sort, the empirical sciences have developed since Galileo's 
time within a methodological frame of reference that reflects 
the transcendental viewpoint of possible technical control. 
Hence the modern sciences produce knowledge which through 
its form (and not through the subjective intention of scientists) 
is technically exploitable knowledge, although the possible ap-
plications generally are realized afterwards. Science and tech-
nology were not interdependent until late into the nineteenth 
century. U n t i l then modern science did not contribute to the 
acceleration of technical development nor, consequently, to the 
pressure toward rationalization from below. Rather, its contri-
bution to the modernization process was indirect. Modern 
physics gave rise to a philosophical approach that interpreted 
nature and society according to a model borrowed from the 
natural sciences and induced, so to speak, the mechanistic wor ld-
view of the seventeenth century. The reconstruction of classi-
cal natural law was carried out in this framework. This modern 
natural law was the basis of the bourgeois revolutions of the 



100 TOWARD A RATIONAL SOCIETY 

seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, through which 
the old legitimations of the power structure were finally de-
stroyed. 1 7 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the capitalist 
mode of production had developed so ful ly in England and 
France that Marx was able to identify the locus of the institu-
tional framework of society in the relations of production and 
at the same time criticize the legitimating basis constituted by 
the exchange of equivalents. He carried out the critique of 
bourgeois ideology in the form of political economy. His labor 
theory of value destroyed the semblance of freedom, by means 
of which the legal institution of the free labor contract had 
made unrecognizable the relationship of social force that under-
lay the wage-labor relationship. Marcuse's criticism of Weber is 
that the latter, disregarding this Marxian insight, upholds an 
abstract concept of rationalization, which not merely fails to ex-
press the specific class content of the adaptation of the institu-
tional framework to the developing systems of purposive-
rational action, but conceals i t . Marcuse knows that the Marxian 
analysis can no longer be applied as i t stands to advanced 
capitalist society, w i t h which Weber was already confronted. 
But he wants to show through the example of Weber that the 
evolution of modern society in the framework of state-regulated 
capitalism cannot be conceptualized if liberal capitalism has not 
been analyzed adequately. 

Since the last quarter of the nineteenth century t w o 
developmental tendencies have become noticeable in the most 
advanced capitalist countries: an increase in state intervention 
in order to secure the system's stability, and a growing inter-
dependence of research and technology, which has turned the 
sciences into the leading productive force. Both tendencies have 
destroyed the particular constellation of institutional framework 
and subsystems of purposive-rational action which characterized 
liberal capitalism, thereby eliminating the conditions relevant 
for the application of political economy in the version correctly 
formulated by Marx for liberal capitalism. I believe that Mar-
cuse's basic thesis, according to which technology and science 
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today also take on the function of legitimating political power, 
is the key to analyzing the changed constellation. 

The permanent regulation of the economic process by 
means of state intervention arose as a defense mechanism against 
the dysfunctional tendencies, which threaten the system, that 
capitalism generates when left to itself. Capitalism's actual devel-
opment manifestly contradicted the capitalist idea of a bourgeois 
society, emancipated from domination, in which power is neu-
tralized. The root ideology of just exchange, which Marx un-
masked in theory, collapsed in practice. The form of capital 
utilization through private ownership could only be maintained 
by the governmental corrective of a social and economic policy 
that stabilized the business cycle. The institutional framework 
of society was repoliticized. I t no longer coincides immediately 
w i t h the relations of production, i.e. w i t h an order of private 
law that secures capitalist economic activity and the correspond-
ing general guarantees of order provided by the bourgeois state. 
But this means a change in the relation of the economy to the 
political system: politics is no longer only a phenomenon of the 
superstructure. I f society no longer "autonomously" perpetuates 
itself through self-regulation as a sphere preceding and lying 
at the basis of the state—and its ability to do so was the really 
novel feature of the capitalist mode of production—then society 
and the state are no longer in the relationship that Marxian 
theory had defined as that of base and superstructure. Then, 
however, a critical theory of society can no longer be con-
structed in the exclusive form of a critique of political economy. 
A point of view that methodically isolates the economic laws 
of motion of society can claim to grasp the overall structure of 
social life in its essential categories only as long as politics de-
pends on the economic base. I t becomes inapplicable when the 
"base" has to be comprehended as in itself a function of govern-
mental activity and political conflicts. According to Marx, the 
critique of political economy was the theory of bourgeois so-
ciety only as critique of ideology. I f , however, the ideology of 
just exchange disintegrates, then the power structure can no 
longer be criticized immediately at the level of the relations 
of production. 
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W i t h the collapse of this ideology, political power re-
quires a new legitimation. N o w since the power indirectly exer-
cised over the exchange process is itself operating under political 
control and state regulation, legitimation can no longer be 
derived f r o m the unpolitical order constituted by the relations 
of production. T o this extent the requirement for direct legiti-
mation, which exists in precapitalist societies, reappears. On the 
other hand, the resuscitation of immediate political domination 
(in the traditional form of legitimation on the basis of cosmo-
logical worldviews) has become impossible. For traditions 
have already been disempowered. Moreover, in industrially 
developed societies the results of bourgeois emancipation f rom 
immediate political domination (civil and political rights and the 
mechanism of general elections) can be ful ly ignored only in 
periods of reaction. Formally democratic government in sys-
tems of state-regulated capitalism is subject to a need for legiti-
mation which cannot be met by a return to a prebourgeois 
form. Hence the ideology of free exchange is replaced by a 
substitute program. The latter is oriented not to the social 
results of the institution of the market but to those of govern-
ment action designed to compensate for the dysfunctions of 
free exchange. This policy combines the element of the bour-
geois ideology of achievement (which, however, displaces as-
signment of status according to the standard of individual 
achievement f rom the market to the school system) w i t h a 
guaranteed minimum level of welfare, which offers secure em-
ployment and a stable income. This substitute program obliges 
the political system to maintain stabilizing conditions for an 
economy that guards against risks to growth and guarantees 
social security and the chance for individual upward mobility. 
What is needed to this end is latitude for manipulation by state 
interventions that, at the cost of limiting the institutions of 
private law, secure the private form of capital utilization and 
bind the masses' loyalty to this form. 

Insofar as government action is directed toward the 
economic system's stability and growth, politics now takes on 
a peculiarly negative character. For i t is oriented toward the 
elimination of dysfunctions and the avoidance of risks that 
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threaten the system: not, i n other words, toward the realization 
of practical goals but toward the solution of technical problems. 
Claus Offe pointed this out in his paper at the 1968 Frankfurt 
Sociological Conference: 

I n this structure of the relation of economy and the 
state, "politics" degenerates into action that follows 
numerous and continually emerging "avoidance 
imperatives": the mass of differentiated social-
scientific information that flows into the political 
system allows both the early identification of risk 
zones and the treatment of actual dangers. What is 
new about this structure is . . . that the risks to 
stability built into the mechanism of private capital 
utilization in highly organized markets, risks that 
can be manipulated, prescribe preventive actions and 
measures that must be accepted as long as they are to 
accord w i t h the existing legitimation resources (i.e., 
substitute program). 1 8 

Offe perceives that through these preventive action-
orientations, government activity is restricted to administra-
tively soluble technical problems, so that practical questions 
evaporate, so to speak. Practical substance is eliminated. 

Old-style politics was forced, merely through its tradi-
tional form of legitimation, to define itself in relation to practi-
cal goals: the "good l i fe" was interpreted in a context defined 
by interaction relations. The same still held for the ideology of 
bourgeois society. The substitute program prevailing today, in 
contrast, is aimed exclusively at the functioning of a manipu-
lated system. I t eliminates practical questions and therewith pre-
cludes discussion about the adoption of standards; the latter 
could emerge only from a democratic decision-making process. 
The solution of technical problems is not dependent on public 
discussion. Rather, public discussions could render problematic 
the framework w i t h i n which the tasks of government action 
present themselves as technical ones. Therefore the new politics 
of state interventionism requires a depoliticization of the mass 
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of the population. T o the extent that practical questions are 
eliminated, the public realm also loses its political function. A t 
the same time, the institutional framework of society is still 
distinct from the systems of purposive-rational action them-
selves. Its organization continues to be a problem of practice 
linked to communication, not one of technology, no matter how 
scientifically guided. Hence, the bracketing out of practice as-
sociated w i t h the new kind of politics is not automatic. The 
substitute program, which legitimates power today, leaves un-
filled a vital need for legitimation: how w i l l the depoliticization 
of the masses be made plausible to them? Marcuse would be 
able to answer: by having technology and science also take on 
the role of an ideology. 

Since the end of the nineteenth century the other de-
velopmental tendency characteristic of advanced capitalism 
has become increasingly momentous: the scientization of tech-
nology. The institutional pressure to augment the productivity 
of labor through the introduction of new technology has al-
ways existed under capitalism. But innovations depended on 
sporadic inventions, which, while economically motivated, were 
still fortuitous in character. This changed as technical develop-
ment entered into a feedback relation w i t h the progress of the 
modern sciences. W i t h the advent of large-scale industrial re-
search, science, technology, and industrial utilization were fused 
into a system. Since then, industrial research has been linked 
up w i t h research under government contract, which primarily 
promotes scientific and technical progress in the military sector. 
From there information flows back into the sectors of civilian 
production. Thus technology and science become a leading pro-
ductive force, rendering inoperative the conditions for Marx's 
labor theory of value. I t is no longer meaningful to calculate 
the amount of capital investment in research and development 
on the basis of the value of unskilled (simple) labor power, 
when scientific-technical progress has become an independent 
source of surplus value, in relation to which the only source of 
surplus value considered by Marx, namely the labor power of 
the immediate producers, plays an ever smaller role . 1 9 
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As long as the productive forces were visibly linked to 
the rational decisions and instrumental action of men engaged 
in social production, they could be understood as the potential 
for a growing power of technical control and not be confused 
w i t h the institutional framework i n which they are embedded. 
However, w i t h the institutionalization of scientific-technical 
progress, the potential of the productive forces has assumed a 
form owing to which men lose consciousness of the dualism of 
work and interaction. 

I t is true that social interests still determine the direc-
tion, functions, and pace of technical progress. But these inter-
ests define the social system so much as a whole that they 
coincide w i t h the interest in maintaining the system. As such the 
private form of capital utilization and a distribution mechanism 
for social rewards that guarantees the loyalty of the masses are 
removed from discussion. The quasi-autonomous progress of 
science and technology then appears as an independent variable 
on which the most important single system variable, namely 
economic growth, depends. Thus arises a perspective in which 
the development of the social system seems to be determined 
by the logic of scientific-technical progress. The immanent law 
of this progress seems to produce objective exigencies, which 
must be obeyed by any politics oriented toward functional 
needs. But when this semblance has taken root effectively, then 
propaganda can refer to the role of technology and science in 
order to explain and legitimate w h y in modern societies the 
process of democratic decision-making about practical problems 
loses its function and "must" be replaced by plebiscitary deci-
sions about alternative sets of leaders of administrative person-
nel. This technocracy thesis has been worked out in several 
versions on the intellectual level . 2 0 W h a t seems to me more 
important is that i t can also become a background ideology that 
penetrates into the consciousness of the depoliticized mass of 
the population, where i t can take on legitimating power. 2 1 I t is a 
singular achievement of this ideology to detach society's self-
understanding from the frame of reference of communicative 
action and from the concepts of symbolic interaction and re-
place i t w i t h a scientific model. Accordingly the culturally de-



106 TOWARD A RATIONAL SOCIETY 

fined self-understanding of a social l i fe-world is replaced by the 
self-reification of men under categories of purposive-rational 
action and adaptive behavior. 

The model according to which the planned reconstruc-
tion of society is to proceed is taken from systems analysis. I t 
is possible in principle to comprehend and analyze individual 
enterprises and organizations, even political or economic sub-
systems and social systems as a whole, according to the pattern 
of self-regulated systems. I t makes a difference, of course, 
whether we use a cybernetic frame of reference for analytic 
purposes or organize a given social system in accordance w i t h 
this pattern as a man-machine system. But the transferral of the 
analytic model to the level of social organization is implied by 
the very approach taken by systems analysis. Carrying out this 
intention of an instinct-like self-stabilization of social systems 
yields the peculiar perspective that the structure of one of the 
two types of action, namely the behavioral system of purposive-
rational action, not only predominates over the institutional 
framework but gradually absorbs communicative action as 
such. I f , w i t h Arnold Gehlen, one were to see the inner logic 
of technical development as the step-by-step disconnection of 
the behavioral system of purposive-rational action f r o m the hu-
man organism and its transferral to machines, then the techno-
cratic intention could be understood as the last stage of this 
development. For the first time man can not only, as homo 
faber, completely objectify himself and confront the achieve-
ments that have taken on independent life in his products; he 
can in addition, as homo fabricatus, be integrated into his 
technical apparatus i f the structure of purposive-rational action 
can be successfully reproduced on the level of social systems. 
According to this idea the institutional framework of society 
—which previously was rooted in a different type of ac t ion-
would now, in a fundamental reversal, be absorbed by the 
subsystems of purposive-rational action, which were embedded 
in i t . 

Of course this technocratic intention has not been real-
ized anywhere even in its beginnings. But it serves as an 
ideology for the new politics, which is adapted to technical 
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problems and brackets out practical questions. Furthermore i t 
does correspond to certain developmental tendencies that could 
lead to a creeping erosion of what we have called the institu-
tional framework. The manifest domination of the authoritarian 
state gives way to the manipulative compulsions of technical-
operational administration. The moral realization of a normative 
order is a function of communicative action oriented to shared 
cultural meaning and presupposing the internalization of values. 
I t is increasingly supplanted by conditioned behavior, while 
large organizations as such are increasingly patterned after the 
structure of purposive-rational action. The industrially most 
advanced societies seem to approximate the model of behavioral 
control steered by external stimuli rather than guided by norms. 
Indirect control through fabricated stimuli has increased, espe-
cially in areas of putative subjective freedom (such as electoral, 
consumer, and leisure behavior). Sociopsychologically, the era 
is typified less by the authoritarian personality than by the de-
structuring of the superego. The increase in adaptive behavior 
is, however, only the obverse of the dissolution of the sphere 
of linguistically mediated interaction by the structure of pur-
posive-rational action. This is paralleled subjectively by the dis-
appearance of the difference between purposive-rational action 
and interaction from the consciousness not only of the sciences 
of man, but of men themselves. The concealment of this differ-
ence proves the ideological power of the technocratic con-
sciousness. 

I n consequence of the two tendencies that have been 
discussed, capitalist society has changed to the point where t w o 
key categories of Marxian theory, namely class struggle and 
ideology, can no longer be employed as they stand. 

I t was on the basis of the capitalist mode of production 
that the struggle of social classes as such was first constituted, 
thereby creating an objective situation from which the class 
structure of traditional society, w i t h its immediately political 
constitution, could be recognized in retrospect. State-regulated 
capitalism, which emerged from a reaction against the dangers 
to the system produced by open class antagonism, suspends 
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class conflict. The system of advanced capitalism is so defined 
by a policy of securing the loyalty of the wage-earning masses 
through rewards, that is, by avoiding conflict, that the conflict 
still built into the structure of society in virtue of the private 
mode of capital utilization is the very area of conflict which has 
the greatest probability of remaining latent. I t recedes behind 
others, which, while conditioned by the mode of production, 
can no longer assume the form of class conflicts. In the paper 
cited, Claus Offe has analyzed this paradoxical state of affairs, 
showing that open conflicts about social interests break out w i t h 
greater probability the less their frustration has dangerous con-
sequences for the system. The needs w i t h the greatest conflict 
potential are those on the periphery of the area of state inter-
vention. They are far f rom the central conflict being kept in 
a state of latency and therefore they are not seen as having 
priority among dangers to be warded off. Conflicts are set off 
by these needs to the extent that disproportionately scattered 
state interventions produce backward areas of development and 
corresponding disparity tensions: 

The disparity between areas of life grows above all 
in view of the differential state of development 
obtaining between the actually institutionalized and 
the possible level of technical and social progress. 
The disproportion between the most modern 
apparatuses for industrial and military purposes and 
the stagnating organization of the transport, health, 
and educational systems is just as well known an 
example of this disparity betweenareas o f l i f e as is the 
contradiction between rational planning and 
regulation in taxation and finance policy and the 
unplanned, haphazard development of cities and 
regions. Such contradictions can no longer be 
designated accurately as antagonisms between classes, 
yet they can still be interpreted as results of the still 
dominant process of the private utilization of 
capital and of a specifically capitalist power structure. 
I n this process the prevailing interests are those which, 
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without being clearly localizable, are in a position, on 
the basis of the established mechanism of the capitalist 
economy, to react to disturbances of the conditions 
of their stability by producing risks relevant to the 
system as a whole. 2 2 

The interests bearing on the maintenance of the mode 
of production can no longer be "clearly localized" in the social 
system as class interests. For the power structure, aimed as i t is 
at avoiding dangers to the system, precisely excludes "domi-
nation" (as immediate political or economically mediated social 
force) exercised in such a manner that one class subject con-
fronts another as an identifiable group. 

This means not that class antagonisms have been abol-
ished but that they have become latent. Class distinctions persist 
in the form of subcultural traditions and corresponding differ-
ences not only in the standard of l iving and life style but also 
in political attitude. The social structure also makes it probable 
that the class of wage earners w i l l be hit harder than other 
groups by social disparities. A n d finally, the generalized interest 
in perpetuating the system is still anchored today, on the level 
of immediate life chances, in a structure of privilege. The con-
cept of an interest that has become completely independent of 
l iving subjects would cancel itself out. But w i t h the deflection 
of dangers to the system in state-regulated capitalism, the pol i t i -
cal system has incorporated an interest—which transcends latent 
class boundaries—in preserving the compensatory distribution 
facade. 

Furthermore, the displacement of the conflict zone 
from the class boundary to the underprivileged regions of life 
does not mean at all that serious conflict potential has been dis-
posed of. As the extreme example of racial conflict in the 
United States shows, so many consequences of disparity can 
accumulate in certain areas and groups that explosions resem-
bling civil war can occur. But unless they are connected w i t h 
protest potential from other sectors of society no conflicts 
arising from such underprivilege can really overturn the system 
—they can only provoke it to sharp reactions incompatible w i t h 
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formal democracy. For underprivileged groups are not social 
classes, nor do they ever even potentially represent the mass of 
the population. Their disfranchisement and pauperization no 
longer coincide w i t h exploitation, because the system does not 
live off their labor. They can represent at most a past phase 
of exploitation. But they cannot through the withdrawal of 
cooperation attain the demands that they legitimately put for-
ward. That is w h y these demands retain an appellative character. 
In the case of long-term nonconsideration of their legitimate 
demands underprivileged groups can in extreme situations react 
w i t h desperate destruction and self-destruction. But as long as 
no coalitions are made w i t h privileged groups, such a civil war 
lacks the chance of revolutionary success that class struggle 
possesses. 

W i t h a series of restrictions this model seems applicable 
even to the relations between the industrially advanced nations 
and the formerly colonial areas of the T h i r d W o r l d . Here, too, 
growing disparity leads to a f o r m of underprivilege that in the 
future surely w i l l be increasingly less comprehensible through 
categories of exploitation. Economic interests are replaced on 
this level, however, w i t h immediately military ones. 

Be that as i t may, in advanced capitalist society deprived 
and privileged groups no longer confront each other arsocio-
economic classes—and to some extent the boundaries of under-
privilege are no longer even specific to groups and instead run 
across population categories. Thus the fundamental relation 
that existed in all traditional societies and that came to the fore 
under liberal capitalism is mediatized, namely the class antago-
nism between partners who stand in an institutionalized rela-
tionship of force, economic exploitation, and political oppression 
to one another, and in which communication is so distorted and 
restricted that the legitimations serving as an ideological veil 
cannot be called into question. Hegel's concept of the ethical 
totality of a living relationship which is sundered because one 
subject does not reciprocally satisfy the needs of the other is no 
longer an appropriate model for the mediatized class structure 
of organized, advanced capitalism. The suspended dialectic of 
the ethical generates the peculiar semblance of post-histoire. The 
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reason is that relative growth of the productive forces no longer 
represents eo ipso a potential that points beyond the existing 
framework wi th emancipatory consequences, in view of which 
legitimations of an existing power structure become enfeebled. 
For the leading productive force—controlled scientific-technical 
progress itself—has now become the basis of legitimation. Yet 
this new form of legitimation has cast off the old shape of 
ideology. 

Technocratic consciousness is, on the one hand, "less 
ideological" than aU previous ideologies. For i t does not have 
the opaque force of a delusion that only transfigures the imple-
mentation of interests. On the other hand today's dominant, 
rather glassy background ideology, which makes a fetish of 
science, is more irresistible and farther-reaching than ideologies 
of the old type. For w i t h the veiling of practical problems i t 
not only justifies a particular class's interest in domination and 
represses another class's partial need for emancipation, but 
affects the human race's emancipatory interest as such. 

Technocratic consciousness is not a rationalized, wish-
fulf i l l ing fantasy, not an "il lusion" in Freud's sense, in which a 
system of interaction is either represented or interpreted and 
grounded. Even bourgeois ideologies could be traced back to a 
basic pattern of just interactions, free of domination and 
mutually satisfactory. I t was these ideologies which met the 
criteria of wish-fulfillment and substitute gratification; the 
communication on which they were based was so limited by 
repressions that the relation of force once institutionalized as 
the capital-labor relation could not even be called by name. But 
the technocratic consciousness is not based in the same way on 
the causality of dissociated symbols and unconscious motives, 
which generates both false consciousness and the power of re-
flection to which the critique of ideology is indebted. I t is less 
vulnerable to reflection, because i t is no longer only ideology. 
For i t does not, in the manner of ideology, express a projection 
of the "good life" (which even i f not identifiable w i t h a bad 
reality, can at least be brought into virtually satisfactory accord 
w i t h i t ) . Of course the new ideology, like the old, serves 
to impede making the foundations of society the object of 
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thought and reflection. Previously, social force lay at the basis 
of the relation between capitalist and wage-laborers. Today the 
basis is provided by structural conditions which predefine the 
tasks of system maintenance: the private form of capital utiliza-
t ion and a political form of distributing social rewards that 
guarantees mass loyalty. However, the old and new ideology 
differ in t w o ways. 

First, the capital-labor relation today, because of its 
linkage to a loyalty-ensuring political distribution mechanism, 
no longer engenders uncorrected exploitation and oppression. 
The process through which the persisting class antagonism has 
been made virtual presupposes that the repression on which the 
latter is based first came to consciousness in history and only 
then was stabilized in a modified form as a property of the sys-
tem. Technocratic consciousness, therefore, cannot rest in the 
same way on collective repression as did earlier ideologies. 
Second, mass loyalty today is created only w i t h the aid of 
rewards for privatized needs. The achievements in virtue of 
which the system justifies itself may not in principle be inter-
preted politically. The acceptable interpretation is immediately 
in terms of allocations of money and leisure time (neutral w i t h 
regard to their use), and mediately in terms of the technocratic 
justification of the occlusion of practical questions.. Hence the i 
new ideology is distinguished from its predecessor in that i t i 
severs the criteria for justifying the organization of social life / 
f rom any normative regulation of interaction, thus depoliticiz-[ 
ing them. I t anchors them instead in functions of a putative 
system of purposive-rational action. 

Technocratic consciousness reflects not the sundering 
of an ethical situation but the repression of "ethics" as such as a 
category of life. The common, positivist way of thinking 
renders inert the frame of reference of interaction in ordinary 
language, in which domination and ideology both arise under 
conditions of distorted communication and can be reflectively 
detected and broken down. The depoliticization of the mass of 
the population, which is legitimated through technocratic con-
sciousness, is at the same time men's self-objectification i n cate-
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gories equally of both purposive-rational action and adaptive 
behavior. The reified models of the sciences migrate into the 
sociocultural l ife-world and gain objective power over the lat-
ter's self-understanding. The ideological nucleus of this con-
sciousness is the elimination of the distinction between the 
practical and the technical. I t reflects, but does not objectively 
account for, the new constellation of a disempowered institu-
tional framework and systems of purposive-rational action that 
have taken on a life of their own. 

The new ideology consequently violates an interest 
grounded in one of the two fundamental conditions of our 
cultural existence: in language, or more precisely, in the form 
of socialization and individuation determined by communication 
in ordinary language. This interest extends to the maintenance 
of intersubjectivity of mutual understanding as well as to the 
creation of communication without domination. Technocratic 
consciousness makes this practical interest disappear behind the 
interest in the expansion of our power of technical control. 
Thus the reflection that the new ideology calls for must pene-
trate beyond the level of particular historical class interests to 
disclose the fundamental interests of mankind as such, engaged 
in the process of self-constitution.2 3 

I f the relativization of the field of application of the 
concept of ideology and the theory of class be confirmed, then 
the category framework developed by Marx in the basic as-
sumptions of historical materialism requires a new formulation. 
The model of forces of production and relations of production 
would have to be replaced by the more abstract one of work 
and interaction. The relations of production designate a level 
on which the institutional framework was anchored only during 
the phase of the development of liberal capitalism, and not 
either before or after. T o be sure, the productive forces, in 
which the learning processes organized in the subsystems of 
purposive-rational action accumulate, have been from the very 
beginning the motive force of social evolution. But, they do not 
appear, as Marx supposed, under all circumstances to be a po-
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tential for liberation and to set off emancipatory movements— 
at least not once the continual growth of the productive forces 
has become dependent on scientific-technical progress that has 
also taken on functions of legitimating political power. I suspect 
that the frame of reference developed in terms of the analogous, 
but more general relation of institutional framework (interac-
tion) and subsystems of purposive-rational action ( " w o r k " in 
the broad sense of instrumental and strategic action) is more 
suited to reconstructing the sociocultural phases of the history 
of mankind. 

There are several indications that during the long initial 
phase unti l the end of the Mesolithic period, purposive-rational 
actions could only be motivated at all through ritual attachment 
to interactions. A profane realm of subsystems of purposive-
rational action seems to have separated out from the institutional 
framework of symbolic interaction in the first settled cultures, 
based on the domestication of animals and cultivation of plants. 
But it was probably only in civilizations, that is under the 
conditions of a class society organized as a state that the differ-
entiation of w o rk and interaction went far enough for the sub-
systems to yieldtechnically exploitable knowledge that could 
be stored and expanded relatively independently of mythical 
and religious interpretations of the world. A t the same time so-
cial norms became separated from power-legitimating traditions, 
so that "culture" attained a certain independence from "institu-
tions." The threshold of the modern period would then be 
characterized by that process of rationalization which com-
menced w i t h loss of the "superiority" of the institutional frame-
work to the subsystems of purposive-rational action. Traditional 
legitimations could now be criticized against the standards of 
rationality of means-ends relations. Concurrently, information 
from the area of technically exploitable knowledge infiltrated 
tradition and compelled a reconstruction of traditional world 
interpretations along the lines of scientific standards. 

W e have followed this process of "rationalization from 
above" up to the point where technology and science themselves 
in the form of a common positivistic way of thinking, articu-
lated as technocratic consciousness, began to take the role of a 
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substitute ideology for the demolished bourgeois ideologies. 
This point was reached w i t h the critique of bourgeois ideol-
ogies. I t introduced ambiguity into the concept of rationaliza-
tion. This ambiguity was deciphered by Horkheimer and 
Adorno as the dialectic of enlightenment, which has been re-
fined by Marcuse as the thesis that technology and science them-
selves become ideological. 

From the very beginning the pattern of human socio-
cultural development has been determined by a growing power 
of technical control over the external conditions of existence 
on the one hand, and a more or less passive adaptation of the 
institutional framework to the expanded subsystems of pur-
posive-rational action on the other. Purposive-rational action 
represents the form of active adaptation, which distinguishes 
the collective ie/f-preservation of societal subjects from the 
preservation of the species characteristic of other animals. W e 
know how to bring the relevant conditions of life under con-
trol , that is, we know how to adapt the environment to our 
needs culturally rather than adapting ourselves to external nature. 
I n contrast, changes of the institutional framework, to the extent 
that they are derived immediately or mediately from new 
technologies or improved strategies ( in the areas of production, 
transportation, weaponry, etc.) have not taken the same form 
of active adaptation. I n general such modifications fol low the 
pattern of passive adaptation. They are not the result of planned 
purposive-rational action geared to its own consequences, but 
the product of fortuitous, undirected development. Yet i t was 
impossible to become conscious of this disproportion between 
active and passive adaptation as long as the dynamics of capital-
ist development remained concealed by bourgeois ideologies. 
Only w i t h the critique of bourgeois ideologies did this dispro-
portion enter public consciousness. 

The most impressive witness to this experience is still 
the Co9mnunist Manifesto. In rapturous words Marx eulogizes 
the revolutionary role of the bourgeoisie: 

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly 
revolutionizing the instruments of production, and 
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thereby the relations of production, and w i t h them 
the whole relations of society. 

I n another passage he writes: 

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one 
hundred years, has created more massive and more 
colossal productive forces than have all preceding 
generations together. Subjection of nature's forces 
to man, machinery, application of chemistry to 
industry and agriculture, steam navigation, railways, 
electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for 
cultivation, canalization of rivers, whole populations 
conjured out of the ground . . . 

Marx also perceives the reaction of this development back upon 
the institutional framework: 

A l l fixed, fast-frozen relations, w i t h their train of 
ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are 
swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated 
before they can ossify. A l l that is solid melts into air, 
all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled 
to face w i t h sober senses his real conditions of life 
and his relations w i t h his kind. 

I t is w i t h regard to the disproportion between the pas-
sive adaptation of the institutional framework and the "active 
subjection of nature" that the assertion that men make their 
history, but not w i t h 'wi l l or consciousness, was formulated. I t 
was the aim of Marx's critique to transform the secondary 
adaptation of the institutional framework as well into an active 
one, and to bring under control the structural change of society 
itself. This would overcome a fundamental condition of all 
previous history and complete the self-constitution of mankind: 
the end of prehistory. But this idea was ambiguous. 

Marx, to be sure, viewed the problem of making history 
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w i t h w i l l and consciousness as one of the practical mastery of 
previously ungoverned processes of social development. Others, 
however, have understood i t as a technical problem. They want 
to bring society under control in the same way as nature by 
reconstructing i t according to the pattern of self-regulated sys-
tems of purposive-rational action and adaptive behavior. This 
intention is to be found not only among technocrats of capital-
ist planning but also among those of bureaucratic socialism. 
Only the technocratic consciousness obscures the fact that this 
reconstruction could be achieved at no less a cost than closing 
off the only dimension that is essential, because i t is susceptible to 
humanization, as a structure of interactions mediated by ordinary 
language. I n the future the repertoire of control techniques w i l l 
be considerably expanded. On Herman Kahn's list of the most 
probable technical innovations of the next t h i r t y years I observe 
among the first f i f t y items a large number of techniques of 
behavioral and personality change: 

30. new and possibly pervasive techniques for 
surveillance, monitoring and control of individuals and 
organizations; 
33. new and more reliable "educational" and 
propaganda techniques affecting human behavior-
public and private; 
34. practical use of direct electronic communication 
w i t h and stimulation of the brain; 
37. new and relatively effective counterinsurgency 
techniques; 
39. new and more varied drugs for control of fatigue, 
relaxation, alertness, mood, personality, 
perceptions, and fantasies; 
41. improved capability to "change" sex; 
42. other genetic control or influence over the basic 
constitution of an individual . 2 4 

A prediction of this sort is extremely controversial. Nevertheless, 
i t points to an area of future possibilities of detaching human 
behavior from a normative system linked to the grammar of 
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language-games and integrating it instead into self-regulated 
subsystems of the man-machine type by means of immediate 
physical or psychological control. Today the psychotechnic 
manipulation of behavior can already liquidate the old fashioned 
detour through norms that are internalized but capable of 
reflection. Behavioral control could be instituted at an even 
deeper level tomorrow through biotechnic intervention in the 
endocrine regulating system, not to mention the even greater 
consequences of intervening in the genetic transmission of i n -
herited information. I f this occurred, old regions of conscious-
ness developed in ordinary-language communication would of 
necessity completely dry up. A t this stage of human engineer-
ing, if the end of psychological manipulation could be spoken of 
in the same sense as the end of ideology is today, the sponta-
neous alienation derived from the uncontrolled lag of the 
institutional framework would be overcome. But the self-objec-
tivation of man would have fulfi l led itself in planned alienation 
—men would make their history wi t h w i l l , but without con-
sciousness. 

I am not asserting that this cybernetic dream of the 
instinct-like self-stabilization of societies is being fulfilled or that 
it is even realizable. I do think, however, that it follows through 
certain vague but basic assumptions of technocratic conscious-
ness to their conclusion as a negative utopia and thus denotes an 
evolutionary trend that is taking shape under the sIick domina-
tion of technology and science as ideology. Above all, it becomes 
clear against this background that two concepts of rationaliza-
tion must be distinguished. A t the level of subsystems of 
purposive-rational action, scientific-technical progress has al-
ready compelled the reorganization of social institutions and 
sectors, and necessitates i t on an even larger scale than hereto-
fore. But this process of the development of the productive 
forces can be a potential for liberation if and only if it does 
not replace rationalization on another level. Rationalization at 
the level of the institutional framework can occur only in the 
medium of symbolic interaction itself, that is, through removing 
restrictions on communication. Public, unrestricted discussion, 
free from domination, of the suitability and desirability of 
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action-orienting principles and norms in the light of the socio-
cultural repercussions of developing subsystems of purposive-
rational action—such communication at all levels of political and 
repoliticized decision-making processes is the only medium in 
which anything like "rationalization" is possible. 

I n such a process of generalized reflection institutions 
would alter their specific composition, going beyond the limit 
of a mere change in legitimation. A rationalization of social 
norms would, in fact, be characterized by a decreasing degree 
of repressiveness (which at the level of personality structure 
should increase average tolerance of ambivalence in the face of 
role conflicts), a decreasing degree of r ig idi ty (which should 
multiply the chances of an individually stable self-presentation 
in everyday interactions), and approximation to a type of be-
havioral control that would allow role distance and the flexible 
application of norms that, while well-internalized, would be 
accessible to reflection. Rationalization measured by changes in 
these three dimensions does not lead, as does the rationalization 
of purposive-rational subsystems, to an increase in technical 
control over objectified processes of nature and society. I t does 
not lead per se to the better functioning of social systems, but 
would furnish the members of society w i t h the opportunity for 
further emancipation and progressive individuation. The growth 
of productive forces is not the same as the intention of the "good 
l i fe . " I t can at bestserve i t . 

I do not even think that the model of a technologically 
possible surplus that cannot be used in fu l l measure w i t h i n a 
repressively maintained institutional framework (Marx speaks 
of "fettered" forces of production) is appropriate to state-
regulated capitalism. Today, better utilization of an unrealized 
potential leads to improvement of the economic-industrial ap-
paratus, but no longer eo ipso to a transformation of the institu-
tional framework w i t h emancipatory consequences. The question 
is not whether we completely utilize an available or creatable 
potential, but whether we choose what we want for the purpose 
of the pacification and gratification of existence. But i t must be 
immediately noted that we are only posing this question and 
cannot answer i t in advance. For the solution demands precisely 
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that unrestricted communication about the goals of life activity 
and conduct against which advanced capitalism, structurally 
dependent on a depoliticized public realm, puts up a strong 
resistance. 

A new conflict zone, in place of the virtualized class 
antagonism and apart from the disparity conflicts at the margins 
of the system, can only emerge where advanced capitalist so-
ciety has to immunize itself, by depoliticizing the masses of the 
population, against the questioning of its technocratic back-
ground ideology: in the public sphere administered through the 
mass media. For only here is i t possible to buttress the oonceal-
ment of the difference between progress in systems of purposive-
rational action and emancipatory transformations of the insti-
tutional framework, between technical and practical problems. 
A n d i t is necessary for the system to conceal this difference. 
Publicly administered definitions extend to what we want for 
our lives, but not to how we would like to live if we could find 
out, w i t h regard to attainable potentials, how we could live. 

W h o w i l l activate this conflict zone is hard to predict. 
Neither the old class antagonism nor the new type of under-
privilege contains a protest potential whose origins make it tend 
toward the repoliticization of the desiccated public sphere. For 
the present, the only protest potential that gravitates toward the 
new conflict zone owing to identifiable interests is arising among 
certain groups of university, college, and high school students. 
Here we can make three observations: 

1. Protesting students are a privileged group, which 
advances no interests that proceed immediately from its social 
situation or that could be satisfied in conformity w i t h the sys-
tem through an augmentation of social rewards. The first 
American studies of student activists conclude that they are 
predominantly not from upwardly mobile sections of the stu-
dent body, but rather from sections w i t h privileged status 
recruited from economically advantaged social strata.2 5 

2. For plausible reasons the legitimations offered by the 
political system do not seem convincing to this group. The 
welfare-state substitute program for decrepit bourgeois ideol-
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ogies presupposes a certain status and achievement orientation. 
According to the studies cited, student activists are less privatis-
tically oriented to professional careers and future families than 
other students. Their academic achievements, which tend to be 
above average, and their social origins do not promote a horizon 
of expectations determined by anticipated exigencies of the labor 
market. Active students, who relatively frequently are in the 
social sciences and humanities, tend to be immune to techno-
cratic consciousness because, although for varying motives, their 
primary experiences in their own intellectual work in neither 
case accord w i t h the basic technocratic assumptions. 

3. Among this group, conflict cannot break out because 
of the extent of the discipline and burdens imposed, but only 
because of their quality. Students are not fighting for a larger 
share of social rewards in the prevalent categories: income and 
leisure time. Instead, their protest is directed against the very 
category of reward itself. The few available data confirm the 
supposition that the protest of youth f rom bourgeois homes no 
longer coincides w i t h the pattern of authority conflict typical 
of previous generations. Student activists tend to have parents 
who share their critical attitude. They have been brought up 
relatively frequently w i t h more psychological understanding 
and according to more liberal educational principles than com-
parable inactive groups. 2 6 Their socialization seems to have been 
achieved in subcultures freed f r o m immediate economic com-
pulsion, in which the traditions of bourgeois morality and their 
petit-bourgeois derivatives have lost their function. This means 
that training for switching over to value-orientations of pur-
posive-rational action no longer includes fetishizing this form 
of action. These educational techniques make possible ex-
periences and favor orientations that clash w i t h the conserved 
life form of an economy of poverty. What can take shape on 
this basis is a lack of understanding in principle for the repro-
duction of virtues and sacrifices that have become superfluous— 
a lack of understanding w h y despite the advanced stage of 
technological development the life of the individual is still 
determined by the dictates of professional careers, the ethics 
of status competition, and by values of possessive individualism 
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and available substitute gratifications: why the institutionalized 
struggle for existence, the discipline of alienated labor, and the 
eradication of sensuality and aesthetic gratification are per-
petuated. T o this sensibility the structural elimination of prac-
tical problems from a depoliticized public realm must become 
unbearable. However, it w i l l give rise to a political force only 
i f this sensibility comes into contact w i t h a problem that the 
system cannot solve. For the future I see one such problem. 
The amount of social wealth produced by industrially advanced 
capitalism and the technical and organizational conditions under 
which this wealth is produced make it ever more difficult to 
l ink status assignment in an even subjectively convincing man-
ner to the mechanism for the evaluation of individual achieve-
ment. 2 7 In the long run therefore, student protest could 
permanently destroy this crumbling achievement-ideology, and 
thus bring down the already fragile legitimating basis of ad-
vanced capitalism, which rests only on depoliticization. 
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The Debate on the Ethical
Self-Understanding of 
the Species

If the prospective parents sue for an extensive degree
of self-determination, it would be only right and proper
for the future child to be also guaranteed the opportu-
nity to lead an autonomous life.

Andreas Kuhlmann, Politik des Lebens,
Politik des Sterbens

In 1973, scientists succeeded in separating and redesign-
ing elementary components of a genome. Ever since this
artificial recombination of genes, genetic engineering has
accelerated, especially in the field of reproduction medi-
cine, developments which had set in with the procedures
of prenatal diagnosis and, since 1978, in vitro fertilization.
With the procedure of in vitro fusion of egg cell and 
sperm cell, human embryonic stem cells are available 
for extrauterine experimentation. “Assisted Reproductive
Technology,” it is true, already gave rise to practices inter-
vening in a spectacular way in intergenerational relations,
that is the conventional relationship of social parenthood
and biological descent. I am thinking of surrogate mothers
and anonymous gamete donation, of postmenopausal
pregnancy made possible by egg donation or of the per-
versely delayed use made of frozen egg cells. But it took
the combined efforts of reproduction medicine and



genetic engineering to generate the procedures of pre-
implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD) and open up the
prospect of organ breeding and gene-modifying interven-
tions for therapeutic goals. Today, even the general public
confronts questions whose moral weight greatly exceeds
the substance of ordinary matters of political dispute.
What, then, is at stake?

Preimplantation genetic diagnosis permits genetic screen-
ing to be carried out on embryos at the eight-cell stage.
This procedure is recommended, in the first place, to
parents wanting to rule out the risk of transmitting a
hereditary disease. If found to be deficient, the embryo
screened in the test-tube will not be implanted in the
mother, thus sparing her an abortion at a later stage as a
result of prenatal diagnosis. In the same line, research on
totipotent stem cells is by now understood in terms of proac-
tive medical care. Hypothesizing on future developments,
scientific research, pharma business, and industrial location
policy will have us believe that they will soon be able to
overcome the bottlenecks of organ procurement for trans-
plantation surgery by breeding organ-specific tissue from
embryonic stem cells and, in the long run, to cure severe
diseases due to monogenetic causes by intervening in, and
correcting, the genome itself. In Germany, pressure to
reenact the as yet unrepealed law for the protection of
embryos is increasing. The German Science Foundation
substantiates its claim to privilege freedom of research
over the protection of the life of the embryo and “not to
explicitly create, but use early stages of human life for
research purposes” by invoking the high-ranking goal and
“realistic opportunity” of developing new treatments.

However, the authors themselves appear to be doubt-
ful as to the validity of such reasons derived from the “logic
of healing.” Otherwise, they would not have given up the
participant perspective of normative discourse to take
refuge in the observer position. As it is, referring to the
long-term preservation of artificially fertilized egg cells,
licit use of nidation obstacles (intrauterine devices pre-
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venting not conception, but nidation) and existing abor-
tion regulations, they go on to say that “the Rubicon, here,
was crossed with the introduction of artificial insemina-
tion, and it would be hardly realistic to believe that in a
context of existing decisions on the embryo’s right to live,
our society might return to the status quo ante.” As a soci-
ological prediction, this may well turn out to be true. But
as part of a moral reflection on legal policy, reference 
to the normative force of established facts will only
confirm a skeptical public’s fear that science, technology,
and economics may create, by their systemic dynamics,
faits accomplis which can outstrip any normative frame-
work. The half-hearted maneuver of the German Science
Foundation disavows the appeasement policy of a research
field which already largely relies on the capital market for
funding. As biotechnological research is by now bound up
with investors’ interests as well as with the pressure for
success felt by national governments, the development of
genetic engineering has acquired a dynamic which threat-
ens to steamroll the inherently slow-paced processes of an
ethicopolitical opinion and will formation in the public
sphere.1

Processes of reaching a political self-understanding,
being time-consuming by nature, are most at risk from a
lack of perspectives. They have to avoid being tied down
to the technological and regulatory needs of the moment,
and instead must let themselves be guided by a compre-
hensive perspective on future developments. The follow-
ing scenario of medium-range development, for instance,
might be far from unlikely. As a first step, the population
in general as well as the political public sphere and par-
liament may come to feel that preimplantation genetic
diagnosis as such may be morally permitted or legally tol-
erated if limited to a small number of well-defined cases
of severe hereditary diseases which the persons who are
potentially affected by them in the future cannot be reason-
ably expected to cope with. With the advances of biotech-
nology, and with gene therapy meeting with success,
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regulations will later be extended to cover genetic inter-
vention in somatic cells (or even in the germ line)2 for the
purpose of preventing such (and similar) hereditary dis-
eases. This second step which, given the choice made in
the first place, is not only non-objectionable but consis-
tent, leads to the necessity of drawing a line between these
“negative” eugenics (assumed to be justified) and “positive”
eugenics (still considered problematic). But since this line
is not sharp – both on conceptual and practical grounds –
our intention of making genetic interventions stop at the
threshold of enhancing human beings confronts us with 
a paradoxical challenge: in the very dimensions where
boundaries are fluid, we are supposed to draw and to
enforce particularly clear-cut lines. Even now this argu-
ment is used in defense of liberal eugenics, which, while
refusing to accept the distinction between therapeutic and
enhancing interventions, leaves the choice of the goals of
gene-modifying interventions to the individual preferences
of market participants.3

Such may well have been the scenario which the Presi-
dent of the Federal Republic of Germany, Johannes Rau,
had in mind when he spoke out on May 18 to utter a
warning: “Once you start to instrumentalize human life,
once you start to distinguish between life worth living and
life not worth living, you embark on a course where there
is no stopping point.”4 The “floodgates argument” sounds
less alarmist if one considers the way in which accidental
precedents and inconspicuous practices which (like pre-
natal diagnosis today) have become ingrained through nor-
malization are retrospectively exploited, by those lobbying
for genetic engineering and biotechnology, in order to
shrug off moral misgivings as “too late.” The correct way,
methodologically speaking, of using that argument would
imply that we are well advised to control any normative
judgment of ongoing developments by referring to issues
which, due to the potential developments of genetic 
engineering and biotechnology (and notwithstanding the
experts’ assurances of their being as yet quite out of
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reach), we may some day be confronted with.5 It is not
dramatization I seek in invoking this maxim. As long as 
we consider in time the more dramatic borderlines 
which the day after tomorrow might be crossed, we can
approach today’s problems with more composure – and
all the more readily admit that one may indeed be hard
put to it to substantiate alarmist reactions by compelling 
moral reasons; such reasons, as I see them, being secular 
ones which in a society with a pluralistic outlook may 
reasonably be expected to meet with a rather general
acceptance.

Application of preimplantation technology is bound up
with the normative question of “whether the fact that one
was conditionally created and had one’s right to existence
and development depend on genetic screening is consis-
tent with the dignity of human life.”6 May we feel free to
dispose over human life for the purposes of selection? A
similar question is raised by the perspective of “using”
embryos with the vague prospect of some day being able
to breed (from one’s own body cells as well) and to
implant transplantable tissues (thus forestalling the
problem of having to overcome the immune response
against alien cells). To the extent that the creation and
destruction of embryos for the purposes of medical re-
search are extended and normalized, the cultural percep-
tion of antenatal human life will change, too, blunting our
moral sensibility for the limits of cost-benefit analyses in
general. Today, we are still sensitive to the obscenity of this
reifying practice, and wonder whether we want to live in
a society which is ready to swap sensitivity regarding the
normative and natural foundations of its existence for the
narcissistic indulgence of our own preferences.

In the perspective of the self-instrumentalization 
and self-optimization to which humanity is about to
subject the biological foundations of its existence, both
issues, PGD and stem cell research, become part of the 
same context. This sheds a light on the inconspicuous nor-
mative interplay between the inviolability of the person,
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which is imperative on moral grounds and subject to legal
guarantees, and the natural mode of the person’s physical
embodiment, which is something we cannot dispose 
over.

Even today, preimplantation genetic diagnosis is hard
put to it to strictly keep to the line separating the selec-
tion of undesirable hereditary factors from the optimiza-
tion of desirable ones. If there is more than one potentially
“spare multicellular organism” to be chosen among, the
decision implied is no longer a binary one of yes or no. The
conceptual distinction between the prevention of the birth
of a severely afflicted child and the optimization of the
genetic makeup, that is, a eugenic choice, has become
blurred.7 The practical importance of this will become
evident as soon as more far-reaching expectations, namely
interventions correcting the human genome, are realized,
enabling us to prevent diseases due to monogenetic causes.
The conceptual problem of distinguishing between pre-
vention and eugenics will then become a matter of polit-
ical legislation. If we consider that medical mavericks 
are already busy working on the reproductive cloning of
human organisms, we cannot help but feel that the human
species might soon be able to take its biological evolution
into its own hands.8 “Partner in evolution” or even “playing
God” are the metaphors for an auto-transformation of the
species which it seems will soon be within reach.

Of course, this is not the first time that a theory of evo-
lution has sparked proposals and suggestions that intrude
into the lifeworld and affect the associative horizon of
public discourse.What seems to be returning today, against
a background of globalized neoliberalism, is the explosive
alliance of Darwinism and free trade ideology, an alliance
which flourished at the turn of the twentieth century
under the banner of the Pax Britannica. The issue today,
of course, is no longer the overgeneralization of biological
insights by social Darwinists, but rather the weakening of
the “sociomoral restrictions” placed on biotechnological
progress for medical as well as economic reasons. This is
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the front line where the political convictions of Gerhard
Schröder and Johannes Rau, the Liberal Party and the
“Green Party” are now in conflict.

Nor is there, to be sure, any lack of wild speculation. A
handful of freaked-out intellectuals is busy reading the tea
leaves of a naturalistic version of posthumanism, only to
give, at what they suppose to be a time-wall, one more
spin – “hypermodernity” against “hypermorality” – to the
all-too-familiar motives of a very German ideology.9 For-
tunately, the elitist dismissals of “the illusion of egalitari-
anism” and the discourse of justice still lack the power for
large-scale infection. Self-styled Nietzscheans, indulging in
fantasies of the “battle between large-scale and small-scale
man-breeders” as “the fundamental conflict of all future,”
and encouraging the “main cultural factions” to “exercise
the power of selection which they have actually gained,”
have, so far, succeeded only in staging a media spectacle.10

As an alternative, I will appeal to the more sober prem-
ises of the constitutional state in a pluralistic society,11 as
a way of contributing to some clarification of our confused
moral sentiments.12

Quite literally, however, this essay is an attempt, seeking
to attain more transparence for a rather mixed-up set of
intuitions. I am personally far from believing that I have
succeeded, be it halfway, in this pursuit. But neither do I
see any analyses of a more convincing nature.13 What is so
unsettling is the fact that the dividing line between the
nature we are and the organic equipment we give ourselves
is being blurred. My perspective in this examination of 
the current debate over the need to regulate genetic 
engineering is therefore guided by the question of 
the meaning, for our own life prospects and for our self-
understanding as moral beings, of the proposition that the
genetic foundations of our existence should not be dis-
posed over (I). The well-known arguments taken from the
abortion debate, I believe, set the wrong course. The right
to an unmanipulated genetic heritage is not at all the same
issue as the regulation of abortion (II). Gene manipulation
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is bound up with issues touching upon the identity of the
species, while such an anthropological self-understanding
provides the context in which our conceptions of law and
of morality are embedded (III). My particular concern is
with the question of how the biotechnological dediffer-
entiation of the habitual distinction between the “grown”
and the “made”, the subjective and the objective, may
change our ethical self-understanding as members of the
species (IV) and affect the self-understanding of a genet-
ically programmed person (V). We cannot rule it out that
knowledge of one’s own hereditary features as pro-
grammed may prove to restrict the choice of an in-
dividual’s way of life, and to undermine the essentially
symmetrical relations between free and equal human
beings (VI). Research involving the destruction of embryos
and preimplantation genetic diagnosis will provoke pas-
sionate responses because they are perceived to exemplify
the very dangers of liberal eugenics we may soon be con-
fronted with (VII).

Moralizing human nature?

Due to the spectacular advances of molecular genetics,
more and more of what we are “by nature” is coming
within the reach of biotechnological intervention. From
the perspective of experimental science, this technological
control of human nature is but another manifestation of
our tendency to extend continuously the range of what we
can control within our natural environment. From a life-
world perspective, however, our attitude changes as soon
as this extension of our technological control crosses the
line between “outer” and “inner” nature. In Germany, leg-
islators have banned not only PGD and research involving
the destruction of embryos, but also therapeutic cloning,
“surrogate motherhood,” and “medically assisted suicide”
which have been legalized in other countries. Regarding
technological interventions in the germ line and the
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cloning of human organisms, ostracism is so far still world-
wide, and obviously not only because of the risks they
involve. In this we may see, with W. van den Daele,
an attempt at “moralizing human nature”: “That which
science made technologically manipulable reacquires,
from a normative perspective, its character as something
we may not control.”14

Throughout modern times, new technological devel-
opments have created new regulatory needs. To date,
however, changes in normative regulations have been pro-
duced as adaptations to societal transformations. It has
always been social change, resulting from technological
innovations in the fields of production and exchange,
communication and transport, the military, and medicine,
which took the lead. Even the posttraditional conceptions
of law and morality have been described by classical social
theories as a product of cultural and societal rationaliza-
tion acting in the same direction as the advances of modern
science and technology. Institutionalized research was per-
ceived as the driving force behind this progress. From the
perspective of the liberal state, the freedom of science and
research is entitled to legal guarantees. Any enhancement
of the scope and focus of the technological control of
nature is bound up with the economic promise of gains in
productivity and increasing prosperity, as well as with the
political prospect of enlarging the scope for individual
choice. And since enlarging the scope of individual choice
fosters individual autonomy, science and technology have,
to date, formed an evident alliance with the fundamental
credo of liberalism, holding that all citizens are entitled to
equal opportunities for an autonomous direction of their
own lives.

From the sociological perspective, it is unlikely that
society’s acceptance of this will lessen, as long as the
instrumentalization of humanity’s inner nature can be
medically justified by the prospect of better health and a
prolonged lifespan. The wish to be autonomous in the
conduct of one’s own life is always connected with the col-
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lective goals of health and the prolongation of lifespan.
The history of medicine, therefore, strongly suggests a
skeptical attitude toward any attempt at “moralizing
human nature”:

Time and again, from the beginning of vaccination and the
first attempts at heart and brain surgery, going on to organ
transplantation and the breeding of artificial organs and
coming up again, today, with gene therapy, there have been
debates over whether or not a limit had been reached,
beyond which further extension of the instrumentalization
of man cannot be justified even by clinical purposes. None
of these debates has stopped technology.15

From this sober empirical perspective, legislative inter-
ventions restricting the freedom of biological research and
banning the advances of genetic engineering seem but a
vain attempt to set oneself against the dominant tendency
to freedom of modern society.16 “Moralizing human
nature,” here, is perceived in terms of a rather dubious
sanctification. After science and technology have, at the
expense of a desocialization or disenchantment of outer
nature, enlarged the scope of our freedom, this irresistible
tendency is now to be brought to a standstill, it seems, by
erecting artificial barriers in terms of taboos, that is, by a
reenchantment of inner nature.

The implicit recommendation in this is obvious: we had
better elucidate the archaic remnants of emotions which
may linger in our revulsion before the prospect of chimera
created by genetic engineering, at bred and cloned human
beings, and at embryos being destroyed in the course 
of experimentation. A quite different scenario, however,
emerges if “moralizing human nature” is seen as the asser-
tion of an ethical self-understanding of the species which
is crucial for our capacity to see ourselves as the authors
of our own life histories, and to recognize one another as
autonomous persons. The attempt to rely on legal means
to prevent “liberal eugenics” from becoming normalized,
and to ensure the contingency or naturalness of procre-
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ation, that is, of the fusion of the parents’ sets of chromo-
somes, would then express something quite different 
from a vague antimodernistic opposition. Rather, seeking
to guarantee the conditions under which the practical self-
understanding of modernity may be preserved, this attempt
would itself be a political act of self-referential moral
action. This conception, to be sure, is more consistent with
the sociological concept of modernity having become 
reflective.17

The detraditionalization of lifeworlds is an important
aspect of societal modernization; it can be seen as a cog-
nitive adaptation to objective conditions of social life
which, as a consequence of the implementation of scien-
tific and technological progress, have time and again been
revolutionized. But since the buffers of traditions have, in
the course of those processes, been nearly exhausted,
modern societies have to rely on their own secular
resources for regenerating the energies that ensure their
own moral cohesion; that is, on the communicative
resources of lifeworlds which have become aware of the
immanence of their autopoiesis. From this perspective,
the moralizing of “inner nature” rather seems to highlight
the “rigidity” of completely modernized lifeworlds which,
having lost their backing of metasocial guarantees, are no
longer able to respond to new threats to their sociomoral
cohesion by new secularizing impulses, let alone by yet
another moral and cognitive recasting of religious tra-
ditions. Genetic manipulation could change the self-
understanding of the species in so fundamental a way that
the attack on modern conceptions of law and morality
might at the same time affect the inalienable normative
foundations of societal integration. Because of this
changed form of our perception of the processes of mod-
ernization, the “moralizing” attempt to adapt biotechno-
logical progress to the by now transparent communicative
structures of the lifeworld appears in a different light.
Rather than a reenchantment of modernity, this intention
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now represents the increasing reflexivity of a modernity
that realizes its own limits.

This focuses the topic on the question of whether the
protection of the integrity of an unmanipulated genetic
inheritance can be justified by understanding the biologi-
cal foundations of personal identity as something not 
to be disposed of. Legal protection might come to be
expressed in a “right to a genetic inheritance immune from
artificial intervention.” Such a right, which has already
been requested by the Parliamentary Assembly of the
European Council, would not preempt a ruling on the
admissibility of medically based negative eugenics. Such a
ruling might still lead, should such be the outcome of
moral deliberation and democratic will formation, to
restrictions on a fundamental right to unmanipulated
hereditary factors.

To narrow down the subject to gene-modifying inter-
ventions is to disregard other biopolitical issues. From a
liberal perspective, the new reproductive technologies, like
substitute organs or medically assisted suicide, are seen as
increasing individual autonomy. Critics frequently do not
object to the liberal premises, but rather to specific aspects
of collaborative procreation, to dubious practices of deter-
mining the point of death in view of organ procurement,
and to the undesirable social side-effects of having 
medically assisted suicide determined by law rather than
leaving it to professional discretion guided by deontologi-
cal standards. Other issues which are with good reason
controversial are the institutional use of genetic testing
and the ways individuals may act on the knowledge pro-
vided by predictive diagnostics.

Important bioethical issues like these are certainly con-
nected with the extension of the diagnostic penetration
and therapeutic control of human nature. But only with
genetic engineering aiming at selection and at the modifi-
cation of traits, as well as with the research required for
such goals and geared to future genetic treatment (making
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it all but impossible to distinguish between basic research
and medical use18), do challenges of a new order arise.19

They imply the license to control the physical basis which
“we are by nature.” What for Kant still belonged to the
“kingdom of necessity” had, in the perspective of evolu-
tionary theory, changed to become a “kingdom of con-
tingency.” Genetic engineering is now shifting the line
between this natural basis we cannot dispose over and the
“kingdom of ends.” This extension of control of our “inner”
nature is distinguished from similar expansions of our
scope of options by the fact that it “changes the overall
structure of our moral experience.”

For Ronald Dworkin, the reason for this is the change
of perspective which genetic engineering has brought
about for conditions of moral judgment and action that
we had previously considered unalterable:

We distinguish between what nature, including evolution,
has created . . . and what we, with the help of these genes,
do in this world. In any case, this distinction results in a
line being drawn between what we are and the way we
deal, on our own account, with this heritage. This decisive
line between chance and choice is the backbone of our
morality . . . We are afraid of the prospect of human beings
designing other human beings, because this option implies
shifting the line between chance and choice which is the
basis of our value system.20

To say that genetic modifications that have as their goal
the enhancement of a human life are able to change the
overall structure of our moral experience is a strong claim.
It can be understood to imply that genetic engineering will
confront us, in certain respects, with practical questions
concerning some presuppositions of moral judgment and
action. Shifting the “line between chance and choice”
affects the self-understanding of persons who act on moral
grounds and are concerned about their life as a whole. It
makes us aware of the interrelations between our self-
understanding as moral beings and the anthropological
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background of an ethics of the species. Whether or not we
may see ourselves as the responsible authors of our own
life history and recognize one another as persons of “equal
birth”, that is of equal dignity, is also dependent on how
we see ourselves anthropologically as members of the
species. May we consider the genetic self-transformation
and self-optimization of the species as a way of increasing
the autonomy of the individual? Or will it undermine our
normative self-understanding as persons leading their own
lives and showing one another equal respect?

If the second alternative is true, we surely don’t imme-
diately have a conclusive moral argument, but we do have
an orientation relying on an ethics of the species, which
urges us to proceed with caution and moderation. But
before following this lead, I would like to explain why the
detour is necessary. The moral (and controversial consti-
tutional) argument holding that the embryo enjoys full
human dignity and is entitled to the absolute protection
of its life “from the very beginning” short-circuits the very
discussion we cannot bypass if we want, with all the
respect we are constitutionally bound to show for the fact
of pluralism, to reach a political agreement on these fun-
damental issues.

Human dignity versus the dignity 
of human life

The philosophical dispute21 over the admissibility of
research involving the destruction of embryos and PGD
has, to date, followed the path of the debate over abor-
tion. In Germany, this debate has resulted in a regulation
stipulating that up to the twelfth week of pregnancy,
induced abortion is a fact contrary to law, but one which
goes unpunished. If founded on a medical indication con-
sidering the welfare of the mother, it is legal. The German
population, like that of other countries, is split into two
camps over this issue. Insofar as the current discussion is
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determined by the dispute over abortion, the polarization
of “pro-life” versus “pro-choice” advocates has focused
attention on the moral status of unborn human life. The
conservative side, insisting on the absolute protection of
the life of the fertilized embryo, hopes to be able to put a
stop to the developments they fear will come out of
genetic engineering. But the suggested parallels are mis-
leading. Although the basic normative convictions are the
same, they do not at all lead to the same positions in the
present case as in the case of abortion. Today, the liberal
camp of those holding that women’s right to self-
determination has precedence over the protection of the
life of the embryo in its early stages is split. Those who are
guided by deontological intuitions refuse to uncondition-
ally endorse utilitarian statements certifying to the unob-
jectionability of lifting the ban on the instrumental use of
embryos.22

Recourse to preimplantation genetic diagnosis, which
may prevent potential abortion by allowing genetically
deficient extracorporeal stem cells to be “rejected,” differs
from abortion in relevant aspects. In refusing an unwanted
pregnancy, the woman’s right to self-determination col-
lides with the embryo’s need for protection. In the other
case, the conflict is between the protection of the life of
the unborn child and a weighing of goods by the parents
who, while wanting a child, would abstain from implanta-
tion if the embryo is found to be deficient with respect to
certain health standards. Moreover, the parents do not find
themselves unexpectedly propelled into this conflict; by
having genetic screening carried out on the embryo, they
accept it from the start.

This type of deliberate quality control brings in a new
aspect – the instrumentalization of conditionally created
human life according to the preferences and value orien-
tations of third parties. Selection is guided by the desired
composition of the genome. A decision on existence or
nonexistence is taken in view of the potential essence. The
existential choice of interrupting pregnancy has no more
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in common with this license to dispose over, or sort out,
prenatal life in view of such traits as seem desirable than
with the use of prenatal life for research purposes.

Still, in spite of these differences, something can be
learned from decades of highly responsible abortion
debate. In this controversy, all attempts to describe early
human life in terms that are neutral with respect to world-
views, that is, not prejudging, and thus acceptable for all
citizens of a secular society, have failed.23 One side will
describe the embryo in its early stages of development 
as a “set of cells” and confront it with the person of the
neonate as the first to be accorded human dignity in a strict
moral sense. The other side considers the fertilization of
the human egg cell to be the relevant beginning of an
already individuated, self-regulated evolutionary process.
In this perspective, every single specimen of the species
that can be biologically determined is to be considered a
potential person and a subject possessing basic rights. Both
sides, it seems, fail to see that something may be “not for
us to dispose over” and yet not have the status of a legal
person who is a subject of inalienable human rights as
defined by the constitution. It does not solely belong 
to human dignity to qualify as “not to be disposed 
over” [“unverfügbar”]. Something may, for good moral
reasons, be not for us to dispose over and still not be “invi-
olable” [“unantastbar”] in the sense of the unrestricted or
absolute validity of fundamental rights (which is constitu-
tive for “human dignity” as defined in Article 1 of the Basic
Law).

If the dispute over the ascription of “human dignity”
as guaranteed by the constitution could be resolved by
compelling moral reasons, the deep-rooted anthropologi-
cal issues of genetic engineering would not extend beyond
the ordinary field of moral questions. As it is, the ontolog-
ical assumptions of a scientistic naturalism, which imply
that birth be seen as the relevant caesura, are by no means
more trivial or more “scientific” than the metaphysical or
religious background assumptions leading to the contrary
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conclusion. Both sides refer to the fact that every attempt
to draw a definite line somewhere between fertilization,
or the fusion of nuclei, on the one hand, and birth on the
other hand is more or less arbitrary because of the high
degree of continuity prevailing in the development from
organic origins to, first, life capable of feeling and, then,
personal life. This continuity thesis, however, seems to 
me to speak against both attempts to rely on ontological
propositions to fix an “absolute” beginning that would also
be binding from a normative point of view.

Isn’t it still more arbitrary to try to stipulate in favor of
one or the other of these sides as a way of coming to an
unambiguous moral commitment, resolving the ambiva-
lence of our gradually changing evaluative sentiments and
intuitions toward an embryo in the early and middle stages
of its development,24 as compared to a fetus at the later
stages, an ambivalence entirely appropriate to the phe-
nomenon concerned? An unambiguous definition of the
moral status – be it in terms of Christian metaphysics or
of naturalism – is possible only if facts which a pluralistic
society is well advised to leave to controversy are submitted
to a description impregnated by one worldview or another.
Nobody doubts the intrinsic value of human life before
birth – whether one calls it “sacred” or refuses to sanctify
something that is an end in itself. But neither the objecti-
vating language of empiricism nor the language of religion
can express the normative substance of the protection to
which prepersonal human life is entitled in a way that is
rationally acceptable to all citizens.

In the normative disputes of a democratic public, only
moral propositions in the strict sense will ultimately count.
Only if they are neutral with respect to various worldviews
or comprehensive doctrines can propositions on what is
equally good for everybody claim to be, for good reasons,
acceptable for all.This claim to rational acceptability is the
distinguishing mark of propositions for the “just” solution
for conflicts of action, as compared to propositions on
what, in the context of a life history or in the context of
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a shared form of life, is “good for me” or “good for us” in
the long run. This specific sense of questions of justice 
will, after all, allow us to come to a conclusion as to the
“purpose of morality.”This attempt to “define” what moral-
ity is all about is, I believe, the appropriate key to finding
an answer to the question of how to delimit – irrespective
of controversial ontological definitions – the universe of
the possible subjects of moral rights and duties.

The community of moral beings creating their own laws
refers, in the language of rights and duties, to all matters
in need of normative regulation; but only the members of
this community can place one another under moral obli-
gations and expect one another to conform to norms in
their behavior. Animals benefit for their own sake from the
moral duties which we are held to respect in our dealings
with sentient creatures. Nevertheless, they do not belong
to the universe of members who address intersubjectively
accepted rules and orders to one another. “Human dignity,”
as I would like to show, is in a strict moral and legal sense
connected with this relational symmetry. It is not a prop-
erty like intelligence or blue eyes, that one might “possess”
by nature; it rather indicates the kind of “inviolability”
which comes to have a significance only in interpersonal
relations of mutual respect, in the egalitarian dealings
among persons. I am not using “inviolability” [“Unantast-
barkeit”] as a synonym for “not to be disposed over”
[“Unverfügbarkeit”], because a postmetaphysical response 
to the question of how we should deal with prepersonal
human life must not be bought at the price of a reduc-
tionist definition of humanity and of morality.

I conceive of moral behavior as a constructive response
to the dependencies rooted in the incompleteness of our
organic makeup and in the persistent frailty (most felt in
the phases of childhood, illness, and old age) of our bodily
existence. Normative regulation of interpersonal relations
may be seen as a porous shell protecting a vulnerable body,
and the person incorporated in this body, from the con-
tingencies they are exposed to. Moral rules are fragile con-
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structions protecting both the physis from bodily injuries
and the person from inner or symbolical injuries. Subjec-
tivity, being what makes the human body a soul-
possessing receptacle of the spirit, is itself constituted
through intersubjective relations to others. The individual
self will only emerge through the course of social exter-
nalization, and can only be stabilized within the network
of undamaged relations of mutual recognition.

This dependency on the other explains why one can be
hurt by the other. The person is most exposed to, and least
protected from, injuries in the very relations which she is
most dependent on for the development of her identity
and for the maintenance of her integrity – for example,
when giving herself to a partner in an intimate relation-
ship. In its detranscendentalized version, Kant’s “free 
will” no longer descends from the sky as a property of
intelligible beings. Autonomy, rather, is a precarious
achievement of finite beings who may attain something
like “strength,” if at all, only if they are mindful of their
physical vulnerability and social dependence.25 If this is the
“purpose” of morality, it also explains its “limits.” It is the
universe of possible interpersonal relations and interac-
tions that is in need as well as capable of moral regulation.
Only within this network of legitimately regulated re-
lations of mutual recognition can human beings develop
and – together with their physical integrity – maintain a
personal identity.

Since man, biologically speaking, is born “unfinished”
and subject to lifelong dependency on the help, care, and
respect of his social environment, individuation by DNA
sequences is revealed as incomplete as soon as the process
of social individuation sets in.26 Individuation, as a part of
life history, is an outcome of socialization. For the organ-
ism to become, with birth, a person in the full sense of this
term, an act of social individuation is required, that is, inte-
gration in the public context of interaction of an intersub-
jectively shared lifeworld.27 It is not until the moment the
symbiosis with the mother is resolved that the child enters
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a world of persons who can approach it, address it and talk
to it. As a member of a species, as a specimen of a com-
munity of procreation, the genetically individuated child
in utero is by no means a fully fledged person “from the
very beginning.” It takes entrance in the public sphere of
a linguistic community for a natural creature to develop
into both an individual and a person endowed with
reason.28

In the symbolical network constituted by the relations
of mutual recognition of communicatively acting persons,
the neonate is identified as “one of us.” He gradually learns
to identify himself – simultaneously as a person in general,
as a part or a member of his social community (or com-
munities), and as an individual who is unmistakably
unique and morally nonexchangeable.29 This tripartite 
differentiation of self-reference mirrors the structure of
linguistic communication. It is only here, in the space of
reasons (Sellars) disclosed through discourse, that the
innate faculty of reason can, in the difference of the 
manifold perspectives of the self and the world, unfold its
unifying and consensus-creating force.

Human life, as the point of reference for our obligations,
even before its entry into the contexts of public interac-
tion, enjoys legal protection without being itself a subject
of either duties or human rights. We must take care not to
draw the wrong conclusions from this. Parents do not only
talk about the child growing in the womb, they in a certain
sense already communicate with it. It does not take the
visualization of the unmistakably human features of the
fetus shown on the screen to transform the child moving
in the womb into an addressee of anticipatory socialization.
Of course we are under moral and legal obligations toward
it for its own sake. Moreover, prepersonal life that has not
yet reached a stage at which it can be addressed in the
ascribed role of a second person still has an integral value
for an ethically constituted form of life as a whole. It is in
this respect that we feel compelled to distinguish between
the dignity of human life and human dignity as guaran-
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teed by law to every person – a distinction which, inci-
dentally, is also echoed in the phenomenology of our
highly emotional attitude toward the dead.

Recent press reports commented on an amendment 
to the law regulating funeral procedures in the state of
Bremen. Referring to stillborn and prematurely born chil-
dren, this amendment stipulates that due respect toward
dead life be shown also when dealing with fetuses. Fetuses,
it reads, should no longer be treated as “ethical garbage,”
as the officialese wording was, but be buried anonymously
in collective graves in a cemetery. The very reaction of the
reader to the obscene term – let alone the embarrassing
practice – betrays, in the contre-jour of the dead embryo,
the widespread and deep-rooted awe inspired by the
integrity of nascent human life no civilized society may
unconditionally touch on. On the other hand, the news-
paper’s comment on the anonymous collective burial also
sheds a light on the intuitive distinction I am driving at
here: “The Parliament of Bremen was aware of the fact 
that it would be an unreasonable demand – and perhaps
even tantamount to a pathological collective mourning –
to have embryos and fetuses buried on the same footing
with the postnatal deceased . . . The respect due to a dead
human being may well be expressed in different forms of
burial.”30

There is no twilight zone beyond the boundaries of 
a rigorously defined community of moral persons where 
we may act irrespective of normative rules and unscrupu-
lously tamper with things. If, on the other hand, the inter-
pretation of morally saturated legal terms like “human
right” and “human dignity” tends to be counterintuitively
construed in too broad a sense, they will not only lose 
their power to provide clear conceptual distinctions, but
also their critical potential. Violations of human rights
must not be reduced to the scale of offences against
values.31 The difference between rights, which are exempt
from weighing, and goods, which can be weighed and
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ranked accordingly as primary or secondary, should not be
blurred.32

The nature of the inhibitions we feel in dealing with
human life before birth and after death, being hard to
define, explains our choice of semantically broad terms.
Even in its anonymous forms, human life possesses
“dignity” and commands “respect.” The term of “dignity”
comes to mind because it covers a broad semantic range
only suggestive of the more specific term of “human
dignity.” The semantics of “dignity” also include the traces
of connotations which are much more obvious, due to the
history of its premodern use, in the concept of “honor” –
connotations, that is, of an ethos determined by social
status. The dignity of the king was embodied in styles of
thought and behavior belonging to a form of life entirely
different from that of the wife or the bachelor, the
workman or the executioner. Abstraction from these con-
crete manifestations of so many specific dignities became
possible only with the advent of “human dignity” as some-
thing attached to the person as such. Still, we should not
let ourselves be inveigled, by this step of abstraction
leading to “human dignity” and – to Kant’s single – “human
right,” into forgetting that the moral community of free
and equal subjects of human rights does not form a
“kingdom of ends” in the noumenal beyond, but remains
embedded in concrete forms of life and their ethos.

The embedding of morality in
an ethics of the species

If morality is situated in a linguistically structured form of
life, the current dispute over the admissibility of research
involving the destruction of embryos and PGD cannot be
resolved by a single argument concluding that the ferti-
lized egg cell possesses, in the strict sense, “human dignity”
and has the status of a subject possessing human rights. I
indeed understand, and even share, the motive for wanting
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to use such an argument. A restrictive concept of human
dignity implies that the embryo’s need for, and entitlement
to, protection is subjected to a weighing of goods which
would leave the door open a crack for an instrumental-
ization of human life and for the erosion of the categori-
cal sense of moral inhibitions. It is, therefore, all the more
important to search for a solution which is at once con-
clusive and neutral with respect to competing worldviews,
a neutrality we are anyway committed to by the constitu-
tional principle of tolerance. Even if my own understand-
ing, as proposed here, of the purpose as well as the limit
of morality should fail to meet this claim and be found
guilty of a metaphysical bias, the consequence would still
be the same. If it is democratically constituted and com-
mitted to inclusion, the neutral state must refrain from
taking sides in an “ethically” controversial reference to
Articles 1 and 2 of the German constitution. If the ques-
tion of how to deal with unborn human life is an ethical
one, there is every reason to expect well-founded dissent
to arise, as was the case in the debate of the Bundestag on
May 31. The philosophical debate, disburdened of sterile
polarizations, may then focus on the issue of an appropri-
ate ethical self-understanding of the species.

First, however, a note on linguistic usage. I call “moral”
such issues as deal with the just way of living together.
Actors who may come into conflict with one another
address these issues when they are confronted with social
interactions in need of normative regulation. Conflicts 
of this type may be reasonably expected to be in princi-
ple amenable to rational solutions that are in the equal
interest of all. No such rational acceptability may be
expected, by contrast, if the description of the conflictual
situation as well as the justification of pertinent norms 
are themselves shaped by the preferred way of life and 
the existential self-understanding of an individual or a
group of citizens, that is, by their identity-forming beliefs.
Background conflicts of this kind touch upon “ethical”
issues.
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Persons and communities whose existence may go
wrong address questions of a happy or not misspent life
with regard to values that direct their life history or form
of life. Such ethical questions are tailored to the perspec-
tive of persons who, within the context of their life, want
to understand who they are and which practices are, on
the whole, best for them. Nations differ in their attitudes
towards the mass crimes of former regimes. Strategies of
forgiving and forgetting or processes of punishment and
critical reappraisal will be chosen in accordance with their
historical experience and collective self-understanding.
Their attitude toward nuclear energy will depend, among
other things, on their ranking of security and health as
compared to economic prosperity. For ethical-political
questions like these, it is “so many cultures, so many
customs.”

The questions raised, in contrast, by our attitude toward
prepersonal human life are of an altogether different
caliber. They do not touch on this or that difference in the
great variety of cultural forms of life, but on those intu-
itive self-descriptions that guide our own identification as
human beings – that is, our self-understanding as members
of the species. They concern not culture, which is differ-
ent everywhere, but the vision different cultures have of
“man” who – in his anthropological universality – is every-
where the same. If I am not mistaken in my assessment of
the debate over the “use” of embryos for research, or over
the conditional creation of embryos, it is disgust at some-
thing obscene rather than moral indignation proper that
comes to be expressed in our emotional reactions. It is the
feeling of vertigo that seizes us when the ground beneath
our feet, which we believed to be solid, begins to slip.
Symptomatically, it is revulsion we feel when confronted
with the chimaera that bear witness to a violation of the
species boundaries that we had naively assumed to be
unalterable. This “ethical virgin soil,” rightly termed such
by Otfried Höffe,33 consists of the very uncertainty that
invades the identity of the species. The perceived, and
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dreaded, advances of genetic engineering affect the very
concept we have of ourselves as cultural members of the
species of “humanity” – to which there seems to be no
alternative.

Of course, these ideas also are plural. Cultural forms of
life are bound up with systems of interpretations that
explain the position of humanity in the universe and
provide the “thick” anthropological context in which the
prevailing moral code is embedded. In pluralistic societies,
these metaphysical or religious interpretations of the self
and the world are, for good reasons, subordinated to the
moral foundations of the constitutional state, which is
neutral with respect to competing worldviews and 
committed to their peaceful coexistence. Under the 
condition of postmetaphysical thought, the ethical self-
understanding of the species, which is inscribed in specific
traditions and forms of life, no longer provides the argu-
ments for overruling the claims of a morality presumed to
be universally accepted. But this “priority of the just over
the good” must not blind us to the fact that the abstract
morality of reason proper to subjects of human rights is
itself sustained by a prior ethical self-understanding of the
species, which is shared by all moral persons.

Like the great world religions, metaphysical doctrines
and humanistic traditions also provide contexts in which
the “overall structure of our moral experience” is embed-
ded. They express, in one way or the other, an anthropo-
logical self-understanding of the species that is consistent
with an autonomous morality. The religious interpreta-
tions of the self and the world that were elaborated by
highly advanced civilizations during the axial age con-
verge, so to speak, in a minimal ethical self-understanding
of the species sustaining this kind of morality. As long as
the one and the other are in harmony, the priority of the
just over the good is not problematical.

This perspective inevitably gives rise to the question of
whether the instrumentalization of human nature changes
the ethical self-understanding of the species in such a way
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that we may no longer see ourselves as ethically free and
morally equal beings guided by norms and reasons. For the
self-evident nature of elementary background assumptions
to crumble, it takes the unanticipated emergence of sur-
prising alternatives (even though these novel facts – like
the artificial “chimaera” of transgenic organisms – have
their archaic prefigurations in mythical images). Irritants
of this kind are provoked by all the current scenarios that
step out of science-fiction literature and invade the scien-
tific feature pages. Thus we are of late confronted, by a
strange lot of non-fiction authors, with the vision of
humans being improved by chip implants, or ousted by
intelligent robots.

To illustrate the technologically assisted life-processes 
of the human organism, nano-engineers draw up visions of
man and machine fused into a production plant subjected
to autoregulated processes of supervision and renewal,
permanent repair and upgrading. In this vision, self-
replicating microrobots circulate in the human body, com-
bining with organic matter in order, for instance, to stop
ageing processes or to boost the functions of the cerebrum.
Computer engineers, as well, have not been idle, con-
tributing to this genre by drawing up the vision of future
robots having become autonomous and evolving into
machines which mark flesh-and-blood human beings as a
model doomed to extinction. These superior intelligences
are supposed to have overcome the flaws of human 
hardware. As to the software, which is modeled on our
brains, they promise not only immortality, but unlimited
perfection.

Bodies stuffed with prostheses to boost performance, or
the intelligence of angels available on hard drives, are fan-
tastic images. They dissolve boundaries and break connec-
tions that in our everyday actions have up to now seemed
to be of an almost transcendental necessity. There is fusion
of the organically grown with the technologically made,
on the one hand, and separation of the productivity of the
human mind from live subjectivity, on the other hand.
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Whether these speculations are manifestations of a fever-
ish imagination or serious predictions, an expression of 
displaced eschatological needs or a new variety of 
science-fiction science, I refer to them only as examples of
an instrumentalization of human nature initiating a change
in the ethical self-understanding of the species – a self-
understanding no longer consistent with the normative
self-understanding of persons who live in the mode of self-
determination and responsible action.

The provocation inherent in the advances of genetic
engineering that have already been realized or are realis-
tically to be expected does as yet not go that far. Still, there
is no denying certain analogies.34 The manipulation of the
makeup of the human genome, which is progressively
being decoded, and the hopes entertained by certain 
scientists of soon being able to take evolution in their 
own hands do, after all, uproot the categorical distinction
between the subjective and the objective, the naturally
grown and the made, as they extend to regions which, up
to now, we could not dispose over. What is at stake is a
dedifferentiation, through biotechnology, of deep-rooted
categorical distinctions which we have as yet, in the
description we give of ourselves, assumed to be invariant.
This dedifferentiation might change our ethical self-
understanding as a species in a way that could also 
affect our moral consciousness – the conditions, that is, of
nature-like growth which alone allow us to conceive of
ourselves as the authors of our own lives and as equal
members of the moral community. Knowledge of one’s
own genome being programmed might prove to be dis-
ruptive, I suspect, for our assumption that we exist as a
body or, so to speak, “are” our body, and thus may give rise
to a novel, curiously asymmetrical type of relationship
between persons.

Where have our reflections so far taken us? On the one
hand, we cannot, from the premise of pluralism, ascribe to
the embryo “from the very beginning” the absolute pro-
tection of life enjoyed by persons who are subjects pos-
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sessing basic rights. On the other hand, there is the intu-
ition that prepersonal human life must not simply be
declared free to be included in the familiar balancing of
competing goods. To clarify this intuition, I choose to
approach it indirectly, via the – at present purely theoreti-
cal – possibility of liberal eugenics, which, in the United
States, for example, is already being discussed in some
detail. In this anticipatory perspective, the contours of the
ongoing controversy about the two current issues will
emerge more clearly.

Normative restrictions in dealing with embryonic life
cannot be directed against genetic interventions as such.
The problem, of course, is not genetic engineering, but the
mode and scope of its use. It is, moreover, the attitude in
which interventions in the genetic makeup of potential
members of our moral community are carried out that
provides the standards for an assessment of their moral
admissibility. Thus, in the case of therapeutic gene ma-
nipulations, we approach the embryo as the second person
he will one day be.35 This clinical attitude draws its 
legitimizing force from the well-founded counterfactual
assumption of a possible consensus reached with another
person who is capable of saying yes or no. The burden of
normative proof is thus shifted to the justification of an
anticipated consent that at present cannot be sought. In
the case of a therapeutic intervention in the embryo it
might, in the best of cases, be confirmed later (and, in the
case of birth being precluded as a preventive act, not at
all).What this requirement may really mean in the context
of a practice that – like PGD and embryonic research – is
only hypothetically, or not at all, aimed at later birth, is
still unclear.

In any case, assumed consensus can only be invoked for
the goal of avoiding evils which are unquestionably
extreme and likely to be rejected by all. Thus, the moral
community which in the profane realm of everyday poli-
tics takes on the sober form of democratically constituted
nations must eventually believe itself capable of working
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out, time and again, from the spontaneous proceedings of
everyday living, sufficiently convincing criteria for what is
to be understood as a sick, or a healthy, bodily existence.
Our commitment to the “logic of healing” is based, I would
like to show, on the moral point of view that obliges us,
in our dealings with second persons, to refrain from instru-
mentalizing them and, instead, saddles us – in contrast to
the extensive scope left to tolerance by liberal eugenicists
– with the responsibility of drawing a line between nega-
tive eugenics and enhancing eugenics. The program of
liberal eugenics blinds itself to this task because it ignores
the biotechnological dedifferentiation of the modes of
action.

The grown and the made

Our lifeworld is, in a sense, “Aristotelian” in its constitu-
tion. In everyday living, we don’t think twice before dis-
tinguishing between inorganic and organic nature, plants
and animals and, again, animal nature and the reasoning
and social nature of man. The fact that these categorical
divisions are so persistent, even though they are no longer
connected with ontological claims, can be explained by
referring to perspectives that are closely interlaced with
certain modes of dealing with the world. Here again,
analysis may proceed along the lines provided by basic
Aristotelian principles. Aristotle contrasts the theoretical
attitude of the disinterested observer of nature with two
other attitudes. He distinguishes it, on the one hand, from
the technical attitude of the actor who is engaged in 
production and, generally, in purposeful action and who
intervenes in nature by employing means and consuming
materials. On the other hand, he distinguishes it from the
practical attitude of persons who either act with prudence
or with an ethical orientation and approach one another
in a context of interaction – be it in the objectivating atti-
tude of a strategist anticipating and assessing the decisions

THE DEBATE ON THE ETHICAL SELF-UNDERSTANDING OF THE SPECIES

44

IV



his counterparts will make in light of his own preferences,
or in the performative attitude of a subject engaged in
communicative action who wants to reach an under-
standing with a second person in the context of an inter-
subjectively shared world. Still other attitudes are required
for the practices of the peasant who tends his cattle and
cultivates his soil, or of the doctor who diagnoses diseases
in order to heal them, or of the breeder who selects and
improves hereditary traits of a population for his own
ends. All these classical practices of cultivating, healing,
and breeding share a respect for the inherent dynamics of
autoregulated nature. If they are not to fail, the cultivat-
ing, therapeutic, or selecting interventions have to abide
by these dynamics.

The “logic” of these forms of action which, in Aristotle,
were still tailored to corresponding regions of being, has
lost the ontological dignity of opening up specific per-
spectives on the world. In this dedifferentiation, modern
experimental sciences played an important role. They
combined the objectivating attitude of the disinterested
observer with the technical attitude of an intervening
actor producing experimental effects. The cosmos was no
longer perceived as an object of pure contemplation; and
“soulless” nature, as seen by nominalism, was subjected to
a different kind of objectivation. This gearing of science 
to the task of converting an objectivated nature into 
something we may control by technological means 
had an important impact on the process of societal 
modernization. In the course of their redefinition by
science, most fields of practice were impregnated and
restructured by the “logic” of the application of scientific
technologies.

This adjustment of the societal modes of production
and interaction to the advances of science and technology
certainly caused the imperatives of a single form of action,
the instrumental one, to become predominant. Neverthe-
less, the architecture of the modes of action has itself
remained intact. To the present day, morality and law still
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function as the normative controls for practical life in
complex societies. It is true that, just like the mechaniza-
tion of agriculture, which was rationalized according to
business management principles, the technological equip-
ment and upgrading of a health-care system dependent on
pharmaceutical businesses and medical machinery have
been prone to crises. But these crises have acted as a
reminder of the logic of medical action or of ecological
ways of dealing with nature rather than made them dis-
appear. The decrease in social relevance of the “clinical”
modes of action in the broadest sense has been counter-
balanced by an increase in their legitimacy. Today, genetic
research and the advances of genetic engineering are jus-
tified by referring to biopolitical goals of improved nutri-
tion, health, and a prolonged lifespan. We therefore tend
to forget that the revolution of breeding practices by
genetic engineering is itself no longer governed by the
clinical mode of adjustment to the inherent dynamic of
nature. What it suggests, rather, is the dedifferentiation of a
fundamental distinction which is also constitutive of our
self-understanding as species members.

To the degree that the evolution of the species, pro-
ceeding by random selection, comes within the reach of
the interventions of genetic engineering and, thus, of
actions we have to answer for, the categories of what is
manufactured and what has come to be by nature, which in
the lifeworld still retain their demarcating power, dedif-
ferentiate. For us, this distinction is self-evident because it
refers to familiar modes of action: the technical use made
of matter, on the one hand, and the cultivating or thera-
peutic attitude toward organic nature, on the other hand.
The care we take when we deal with self-maintaining
systems, whose self-regulation we might disrupt, bears
witness not only to a cognitive consideration for the in-
herent dynamic of the process of life. The closer we are 
to the species dealt with, the more clearly this considera-
tion is intermingled also with a practical concern, a kind
of respect. The empathy, or “resonant comprehension,” we
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show for the violability of organic life, acting as a check
upon our practical dealings, is obviously grounded in the
sensitivity of our own body and in the distinction we make
between any kind of subjectivity, however rudimen-
tary, and the world of objects which can merely be 
manipulated.

Biotechnological intervention, in replacing clinical treat-
ment, intercepts this “correspondence” with other living
beings. The biotechnological mode of action, however,
differs from the technical intervention of the engineer by
a relation of “collaboration” – or “tinkering around”36 – with
the nature we thus dispose over:

In dealing with dead matter, the producer, confronted with
a passive material, is the only one to act. In dealing 
with organisms, activity is confronted with activity: bio-
technology is collaborative with the auto-activity of active
material, the biological system in its natural functioning
into which a new determinant has to be incorporated . . .
The mode of the technological act is intervention, not
building.37

From this description, Hans Jonas goes on to infer the spe-
cific self-referentiality and irreversibility of intervention in
a complex, self-regulated process, leading to consequences
which we cannot control: “To ‘produce,’ here, means to
commit something to the stream of evolution in which the
producer himself is carried along.”38

Now, the more ruthless the intrusion into the makeup
of the human genome becomes, the more inextricably the
clinical mode of treatment is assimilated to the biotech-
nological mode of intervention, blurring the intuitive dis-
tinction between the grown and the made, the subjective
and the objective – with repercussions reaching as far as
the self-reference of the person to her bodily existence.
The vanishing point of this development is characterized
by Jonas as follows: “Technologically mastered nature now
again includes man who (up to now) had, in technology,
set himself against it as its master.” With the genetic pro-
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gramming of human beings, domination of nature turns
into an act of self-empowering of man, thus changing 
our self-understanding as members of the species – 
and perhaps touching upon a necessary condition for an
autonomous conduct of life and a universalistic under-
standing of morality. Hans Jonas addresses this concern by
asking: “But whose power is this – and over whom or over
what? Obviously the power of those living today over
those coming after them, who will be the defenseless
objects of prior choices made by the planners of today.The
other side of the power of today is the future bondage of
the living to the dead.”

By bringing the issue to this dramatic point, Jonas 
resituates genetic engineering in the context of a self-
destructive dialectics of enlightenment, according to
which the species itself reverts from domination of nature
to servitude to nature.39 The “species” as a collective sin-
gular is also the point of reference for a debate between a
teleology of nature and a philosophy of history, between
Jonas and Spaemann on the one hand, Horkheimer and
Adorno on the other hand. This debate, however, takes
place on too high a level of abstraction. What we need to
do is to come to a clear distinction between the authori-
tarian and the liberal varieties of eugenics. Biopolitics is, as
yet, not guided by the goal of an enhancement, however
defined, of the gene pool of the species as a whole. The
moral reasons that prohibit individual persons from being
taken as mere exemplars of the species, and instrumental-
ized for such a collectivist goal, are still solidly rooted in
the principles that underlie our constitution and law.

In liberal societies, eugenic decisions would be trans-
ferred, via markets governed by profit orientation and
preferential demands, to the individual choice of parents
and, on the whole, to the anarchic whims of consumers
and clients:

While old-fashioned authoritarian eugenicists sought to
produce citizens out of a single centrally designed mould,

THE DEBATE ON THE ETHICAL SELF-UNDERSTANDING OF THE SPECIES

48



the distinguishing mark of the new liberal eugenics is state
neutrality. Access to information about the full range of
genetic therapies will allow prospective parents to look to
their own values in selecting improvements for future chil-
dren. Authoritarian eugenicists would do away with ordi-
nary procreative freedoms. Liberals instead propose radical
extension of them.40

This program, however, is compatible with political liber-
alism only if enhancing genetic interventions neither limit
the opportunities to lead an autonomous life for the
person genetically treated, nor constrain the conditions for
her to interact with other persons on an egalitarian basis.

In order to justify the normative admissibility of these
interventions, advocates of liberal eugenics compare the
genetic modification of hereditary factors to the modifica-
tion of attitudes and expectations taking place in the
course of socialization. They want to show that, from the
moral point of view, there is no great difference between
eugenics and education: “If special tutors and camps, train-
ing programs, even the administration of growth hormones
to add a few inches in height are within parental rearing
discretion, why should genetic intervention to enhance
normal offspring traits be any less legitimate?”41 This argu-
ment is supposed to justify the inclusion of the parents’
eugenic freedom to improve the genetic makeup of their
children in the scope of parental discretion which is guar-
anteed anyway. The parents’ eugenic freedom, however,
is subject to the reservation that it must not enter into 
collision with the ethical freedom of their children.
Advocates reassure themselves by pointing out that
genetic dispositions always interact with the environment
in a contingent way and are not transposed, in linear
fashion, into features of the phenotype. Therefore, they
say, genetic programming is no inadmissible intrusion
upon the future life-projects of the programmed person:

The liberal linkage of eugenic freedom with parental dis-
cretion in respect of educationally or dietarily assisted
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improvement makes sense in the light of this modern
understanding. If gene and environment are of parallel
importance in accounting for the traits we currently
possess, attempts to modify people by modifying either 
of them would seem to deserve similar scrutiny . . . We
should think of both types of modification in similar
ways.42

The argument rests entirely on a dubious parallel, which
itself presupposes a leveling out of the difference between
the grown and the made, the subjective and the objective.

As we saw, manipulation extending to the hereditary
factors of humans rescinds the distinction between clini-
cal action and technical fabrication with respect to our
own inner nature. Someone who performs treatment on
an embryo approaches the quasi-subjective nature of this
embryo in the same perspective as he would approach
objective nature. This perspective suggests that acting on
the composition of a human genome does not essentially
differ from acting on the environment of a person growing
up: her own nature is ascribed to this person as consti-
tuting an “inner environment.” But isn’t there a collision
between this ascription, which is carried out from the per-
spective of the intervening person, and the self-perception
of the person concerned?

A person “has” or “possesses” her body only through
“being” this body in proceeding with her life. It is from this
phenomenon of being a body and, at the same time, having
a body [Leibsein und Körperhaben] that Helmut Plessner
set out to describe and analyze the “excentric position” of
man.43 Cognitive developmental psychology has shown
that having a body is the result of the capacity of assum-
ing an objectivating attitude toward the prior fact of being
a body, a capacity we do not acquire until youth. The
primary mode of experience, and also the one “by” which
the subjectivity of the human person lives, is that of being
a body.44

To the extent that his body is revealed to the adoles-
cent who was eugenically manipulated as something
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which is also made, the participant perspective of the
actual experience of living one’s own life collides with 
the reifying perspective of a producer or a bricoleur. The
parents’ choice of a genetic program for their child is asso-
ciated with intentions which later take on the form of
expectations addressed to the child, without, however,
providing the addressee with an opportunity to take a revi-
sionist stand. The programming intentions of parents who
are ambitious and given to experimentation, or of parents
who are merely concerned, have the peculiar status of a
one-sided and unchallengeable expectation. In the life
history of the person concerned, the transformed expec-
tations turn up as a normal element of interactions, and
yet elude the conditions of reciprocity required for com-
munication proper. In making their choice, the parents
were only looking to their own preferences, as if disposing
over an object. But since the object evolves to be a person,
the egocentric intervention takes on the meaning of a 
communicative action which might have existential 
consequences for the adolescent. But genetically fixed
“demands” cannot, strictly speaking, be responded to. In
their role as programmers, the parents are barred from
entering the dimension of the life history where they
might confront their child as the authors of demands 
they address to him. Liberal eugenicists, in likening fate
dependent on nature to fate resulting from socialization,
have settled for too easy a solution.

The assimilation of clinical action to manipulating inter-
vention also makes it easy for them to take the next step
of leveling out the substantial distinction between nega-
tive and positive eugenics. Highly generalized goals, for
instance strengthening the immunosystem or prolonging
the lifespan, are of course positive and, nevertheless,
consistent with clinical goals. However hard it may be to
distinguish in the individual case between therapeutic
interventions – the prevention of evils – and enhancing
interventions, the regulative idea that governs the in-
tended delimitation is simple.45 As long as medical inter-
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vention is guided by the clinical goal of healing a disease
or of making provisions for a healthy life, the person 
carrying out the treatment may assume that he has the
consent of the patient preventively treated.46 The 
presumption of informed consent transforms egocentric
action into communicative action. As long as the geneti-
cist intervening in a human being conceives of himself as
a doctor, there is no need for him to approach the embryo
in the objectivating attitude of the technician, that is, as
an object which is manufactured or repaired or channeled
into a desired direction. He may, in the performative atti-
tude of a participant in interaction, anticipate the future
person’s consent to an essentially contestable goal of the
treatment. I would like to stress the point that what solely
matters here is not the ontological status of the embryo,
but the clinical attitude of the first person toward another
person – however virtual – who, some time in the future,
may encounter him in the role of a second person.

A preventively “healed” patient may later, as a person,
assume a different attitude toward this type of prenatal
intervention than someone who learns that his genetic
makeup was programmed without his virtual consent,
so to speak, according to the sole preferences of a third
person. Only in the latter case does genetic intervention
take on the form of an instrumentalization of human
nature. In contrast to clinical intervention, the genetic
material is, in this case, manipulated from the perspective
of a person engaging in instrumental action in order to
“collaboratively” induce, in the realm of objects, a state
that is desirable according to her own goals. Genetic inter-
ventions involving the manipulation of traits constitute
positive eugenics if they cross the line defined by the logic
of healing, that is, the prevention of evils which one may
assume to be subject to general consent.

Liberal eugenics needs to face the question of whether
the perceived dedifferentiation of the grown and the made,
the subjective and the objective, is likely to affect the
autonomous conduct of life and moral self-understanding
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of the programmed person. In any case, normative evalu-
ation is not possible unless we ourselves adopt the per-
spective of the persons concerned.

Natality, the capacity of being oneself,
and the ban on instrumentalization

What is so disconcerting for our moral feelings in the idea
of eugenic programming is succinctly and soberly put by
Andreas Kuhlmann: “Of course, parents have always been
given to wishful thinking as to what is going to become of
their offspring. Still, this is different from children being
confronted with prefabricated visions which, all in all, they
owe their existence to.”47 To associate this intuition with
genetic determinism would be to misconstrue it.48 Irre-
spective of how far genetic programming could actually go
in fixing properties, dispositions, and skills, as well as in
determining the behavior of the future person, post factum
knowledge of this circumstance may intervene in the self-
relation of the person, the relation to her bodily or mental
existence. The change would take place in the mind.
Awareness would shift, as a consequence of this change 
of perspective, from the performative attitude of a first
person living her own life to the observer perspective
which governed the intervention one’s own body was sub-
jected to before birth. When the adolescent learns about
the design drawn up by another person for intervening in
her genetic features in order to modify certain traits, the
perspective of being a grown body may be superseded –
in her objectivating self-perception – by the perspective of
being something made. In this way, the dedifferentiation
of the distinction between the grown and the made
intrudes upon one’s subjective mode of existence. It might
usher in the vertiginous awareness that, as a consequence
of a genetic intervention carried out before we were born,
the subjective nature we experience as being something
we cannot dispose over is actually the result of an instru-
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mentalization of a part of our nature. The realization 
that our hereditary factors were, in a past before our past,
subjected to programming, confronts us on an existential
level, so to speak, with the expectation that we subordi-
nate our being a body to our having a body.

We should, however, remain skeptical about this ima-
ginary dramatization of anticipated facts.Who knows, after
all, whether knowledge of the fact that the makeup of my
genome was designed by someone else need be of any sig-
nificance at all for my life? It is rather unlikely that the
perspective of being a body will lose its primacy over that
of having a genetically tailored body.The participating per-
spective implied in the experience of being a body can
only intermittently be transposed to the external perspec-
tive of a (self-)observer. Knowledge of the temporal prius
of being made does not necessarily result in self-alienation.
Why should people not get used to this, too, and shrug 
it off by saying “so what?”? Why shouldn’t we, after 
the narcissistic insult suffered through the disruption of 
our geocentric and our anthropocentric worldviews by
Copernicus and Darwin, respectively, approach this 
third decentration of our worldview – the subjugation 
of our body and our life to biotechnology – with more 
composure?

A human being who has been eugenically programmed
has to live with the awareness that his hereditary features
were manipulated in order to act purposefully on his phe-
notypic molding. But before coming to a conclusion as to
the normative assessment of this possibility, we have to
clarify the standards by which such an instrumentalization
might be judged a transgression. Moral convictions and
norms are, as I said, situated in forms of life which 
are reproduced through the members’ communicative
actions. Since individuation is achieved through the so-
cializing medium of thick linguistic communication, the
integrity of individuals is particularly dependent on the
respect underlying their dealings with one another. This,
in any case, is how we may understand the first two phras-
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ings Kant gives of the moral principle. The “formula of
ends” of the categorical imperative expresses the claim
that every person is to be regarded “always at the same
time as an end in himself” and “never” to be treated “simply
as a means.” Even in cases of conflict, the persons involved
are to go on interacting in an attitude of communicative
action.They are to attune themselves, from the participant
perspective of a first person, to the other as a second
person, with the intention of reaching an understanding
with him instead of reifying and instrumentalizing him, in
the observer perspective of a third person, for their own
ends. The morally relevant limit to instrumentalization is
set by what, in the second person, will be out of my reach
as long as the communicative relationship, that is, the pos-
sibility of assuming a yes- or no-position remains unim-
paired. The limit is set by the very things with which and
by which a person is himself in acting and in standing up
to critics. The “self” of this end in itself we are obliged to
respect in the other person is primarily expressed in the
authorship of a life guided by his own aspirations. Every-
body interprets the world from his point of view, acts
according to his own motives, is the source of authentic
aspirations.

It is not sufficient, however, for the acting subjects to
conform to the ban on instrumentalization by monitoring
(in Harry Frankfurt’s sense) their choice of primary ends
in the light of their own higher ends; that is, generalized
goals or values. The categorical imperative requires every
single person to give up the perspective of a first per-
son in order to join an intersubjectively shared “we”-
perspective which enables all of them together to attain
value orientations which can be generalized. Kant’s “formula
of ends” already provides the bridge to the “formula of
laws”. The idea that a valid norm must be of a kind that
can be generally accepted is suggested by the remarkable
provision enjoining us to respect “humanity” in every single
person by treating her as an end in itself: “Act in such a way
that you always treat humanity, whether in your own
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person or in the person of any other, never simply as a
means, but always at the same time as an end.”The concept
of humanity obliges us to take up the “we”-perspective
from which we perceive one another as members of an
inclusive community no person is excluded from.

The way in which normative agreement may be reached
in cases of conflict is then expressed by the other formula
of the categorical imperative, which enjoins us to subject
our own will to the very maxims which everybody may
want to see as a universal law. It follows from this that,
every time a dissensus over underlying value orientations
arises, subjects who act autonomously must engage in dis-
course in a joint effort to discover or to work out the
norms which in view of a matter in need of regulation
deserve the well-founded consent of all. Both phrasings
explain the same intuition from a different angle. On the
one hand, there is the nature of the person “being an end
in itself” who as an inexchangeable individual is supposed
to be capable of leading a life of his own; on the other
hand, there is the equal respect which every person in his
quality as a person is entitled to. Therefore, the universal-
ity of moral norms ensuring equal treatment for all cannot
be an abstract one; it has to be sensitive to the individual
situations and life-projects of every single person.

This is accounted for by a concept of morality where
individuation and generalization interpenetrate. The
authority of the first person, as expressed in specific expe-
riences, authentic aspirations, and the initiative for respon-
sible actions, that is, all in all, in the authorship for one’s
own life conduct, must not be violated even by the self-
legislation of the moral community. Morality will ensure
the freedom of the individual to lead his own life only if
the application of generalized norms does not unreason-
ably lace in the scope for choosing and developing one’s
life-project. In the very universality of valid norms, a
nonassimilative, noncoercive intersubjective communality
gets expressed in view of the whole range of a reasonable
variety of interests and interpretive perspectives, neither
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leveling out nor suppressing nor marginalizing nor exclud-
ing the voices of the others – the strangers, the dissidents,
and the powerless.

Such are the requirements which must be met by the
rationally motivated consent of independent subjects 
who are capable of saying no. Any agreement reached by
rational discourse relies for its validity on the double nega-
tion of objections that were rejected for good reasons. But
the only way for this agreement reached through practi-
cal discourse to avoid being an overpowering consensus is
to integrate the entire complexity of the objections 
reasonably refuted as well as the unrestricted variety of
interests and interpretive perspectives that were taken into
account. For the person expressing a moral judgment,
therefore, her own capacity of being herself is as impor-
tant as is the fact for the person engaging in moral action
that the other is being herself. In the yes or no of par-
ticipants in discourse, the spontaneous self- and world-
understanding of individuals who are irreplaceable must
find its appropriate expression.

What is true for action is true for discourse: Her yes and
no counts because and inasmuch as it is the person herself
who is behind her intentions, initiatives, and aspirations. If
we see ourselves as moral persons, we intuitively assume
that since we are inexchangeable, we act and judge in
propria persona – that it is our own voice speaking and no
other. It is for this “capacity of being oneself” that the “inten-
tion of another person” intruding upon our life history
through the genetic program might primarily turn out to
be disruptive. The capacity of being oneself requires that
the person be at home, so to speak, in her own body. The
body is the medium for incarnating the personal mode of
existence in such a way that any kind of self-reference, as
for instance first person sentences, is not only unnecessary,
but meaningless.49 It is the body that our sense of direction
refers to, denoting center and periphery, the own and the
alien. It is the person’s incarnation in the body that not only
enables us to distinguish between active and passive,

57

THE DEBATE ON THE ETHICAL SELF-UNDERSTANDING OF THE SPECIES



causing to happen and happening, making and finding; it
also compels us to differentiate between actions we ascribe
to ourselves and actions we ascribe to others. But bodily
existence enables the person to distinguish between these
perspectives only on condition that she identifies with her
body.And for the person to feel one with her body, it seems
that this body has to be experienced as something natural
– as a continuation of the organic, self-regenerative life from
which the person was born.

We experience our own freedom with reference to
something which, by its very nature, is not at our disposal.
The person, irrespective of her finiteness, knows herself to
be the irreducible origin of her own actions and aspira-
tions. But in order to know this, is it really necessary for
this person to be able to ascribe her own origin to a begin-
ning which eludes human disposal, to a beginning, that is,
which is sure not to prejudge her freedom only if it may
be seen as something – like God or nature – that is not at
the disposal of some other person? Birth as well, being a
natural fact, meets the conceptual requirement of consti-
tuting a beginning we cannot control. Philosophy has but
rarely addressed this matter. One of the exceptions is
Hannah Arendt, who in the context of her theory of action
introduces the concept of “natality.”

She starts out from the observation that each time a
child is born, it is not only another life history which
begins, but a new one. She then connects this emphatic
beginning of human life with the self-understanding of
acting subjects as being able, of their own free will, to
“make a new beginning.” For Arendt, every single birth,
being invested with the hope for something entirely other
to come and break the chain of eternal recurrence, is to
be seen in the eschatological light of the biblical promise:
“a child has been born unto us.” The “expectation of the
unexpected” is betrayed by the emotion in the eyes of the
curious bystanders who witness the arrival of the newborn
child. On this indeterminate hope of something new, the
power of the past over the future is shattered. For Arendt,
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the concept of natality is the bridge which connects the
natural beginning with the awareness of the adult subject:

the new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in
the world only because the newcomer possesses the capac-
ity of beginning something anew, that is, of acting. In this
sense of initiative, an element of action, and therefore of
natality, is inherent in all human activities. Moreover, since
action is the political activity par excellence, natality, and
not mortality, may be the central category of political, as
distinguished from metaphysical, thought.50

In acting, human beings feel free to begin something
new because birth itself, as a divide between nature and
culture, marks a new beginning.51 What is suggested by 
this is, I believe, the onset, with birth, of a differentiation
between the socialization fate of a person and the natural
fate of her organism. It is only by referring to this differ-
ence between nature and culture, between beginnings not
at our disposal, and the plasticity of historical practices
that the acting subject may proceed to the self-ascriptions
without which he could not perceive himself as the 
initiator of his actions and aspirations. For a person to be
himself, a point of reference is required which goes back
beyond the lines of tradition and the contexts of interac-
tion which constitute the process of formation through
which personal identity is molded in the course of a life
history.

Of course, the person can only see himself as the author
of ascribable actions and as the source of authentic 
aspirations if he assumes continuity for a self, remaining
self-identical in the course of a life history. Failing this
assumption, we would be capable neither of assuming a
reflective attitude toward our socialization fate, nor of
developing a revisionary self-understanding. The actual
awareness of being the author of one’s actions and aspira-
tions is interwoven with the intuition that we are called
upon to be the authors of a critically appropriated life
history.A person, however, who would be the sole product
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of a suffered socialization fate would see his “self” slip away
in the stream of constellations, relations, and relevancies
imposed upon the formation process. We can achieve con-
tinuity in the vicissitudes of a life history only because we
may refer, for establishing the difference between what we
are and what happens to us, to a bodily existence which is
itself the continuation of a natural fate going back beyond
the socialization process. The fact that this natural fate,
this past before our past, so to speak, is not at our human
disposal seems to be essential for our awareness of freedom
– but is it also essential for the capacity, as such, of being
oneself?

From Hannah Arendt’s suggestive description, it does
not actually follow that the anonymous chains of action
cutting across the genetically manipulated body will 
necessarily lead to this body losing its worth, the basis on
which to ascribe the feeling of being oneself. Are we to
suppose, once a discernable intrusion of the intentions of
third persons upon a genetic program has occurred, that
birth no longer constitutes a beginning that could give the
acting subject an awareness of being able to make a new
beginning, any time? Of course, being confronted with the
sedimented intention of a third person in one’s hereditary
factors requires the subject concerned to come to terms
with this fact. The programmed person cannot see the
programmer’s intention, reaching through the genome, as
a contingent circumstance restricting her scope of action.
With his intention, the programmer rather intervenes as a
co-player in an interaction without turning up as an oppo-
nent within the field of action of the programmed person.
But what, in this peculiar unassailability of another peer’s
intention is questionable in a moral sense?

The moral limits of eugenics

In liberal societies, every citizen has an equal right to
pursue his individual life projects “as best he can.” This
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ethical scope of the freedom to make the best of a life
which may go wrong is also determined by genetically con-
ditioned abilities, dispositions, and properties. With regard
to the ethical freedom to lead a life of one’s own while
being subject to organic conditions not of our own choice,
the situation of the programmed person does not initially
differ from that of a person naturally begotten. Eugenic
programming of desirable traits and dispositions, however,
gives rise to moral misgivings as soon as it commits the
person concerned to a specific life-project or, in any case,
puts specific restrictions on his freedom to choose a life 
of his own. Of course, the adolescent may assimilate the
“alien” intention which caring parents long before his birth
associated with the disposition to certain skills much in
the same way as might be the case, for instance, for certain
vocational traditions running in a family. For the adoles-
cent confronted with the expectations of ambitious
parents to make something out of, for instance, his math-
ematical or musical talents, it makes no fundamental dif-
ference whether this confrontation takes place in terms 
of the dense fabric of domestic socialization, or in dealing
with a genetic program, provided he appropriates these
expectations as aspirations of his own and sees the indi-
cated talents as an opportunity as well as an obligation to
engage in efforts of his own.

If an intention is “appropriated” in this way, no effect of
alienation from one’s own existence as a body and a soul
will occur, nor will the corresponding restrictions of the
ethical freedom to live a life of one’s own be felt. On the
other hand, as long as we cannot be sure that this harmony
between one’s own intentions and those of a third party
will inevitably be produced, we cannot rule out the 
possibility of dissonant cases. Cases of dissonant intentions
illuminate the fact that natural fate and socialization 
fate differ in a morally relevant aspect.52 Socialization
processes proceed only by communicative action, wield-
ing their formative power in the medium of propositional
attitudes and decisions which, for the adult persons to
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whom the child relates, are connected with internal
reasons even if, at a given stage of its cognitive develop-
ment, the “space of reasons” is not yet widely open to the
child itself. Due to the interactive structure of the forma-
tion processes in which the child always has the role of a
second person, expectations underlying the parents’
efforts at character building are essentially “contestable.”
Since even a psychically binding “delegation” of children
can only be brought about in the medium of reasons, the
adolescents in principle still have the opportunity to
respond to and retroactively break away from it.53 They
can retrospectively compensate for the asymmetry of 
filial dependency by liberating themselves through a 
critical reappraisal of the genesis of such restrictive social-
ization processes. Even neurotic fixations may be resolved
analytically, through an elaboration of self-reflexive
insights.

But in the case of a genetic determination carried out
according to the parents’ own preferences, there is no such
opportunity. With genetic enhancement, there is no com-
municative scope for the projected child to be addressed
as a second person and to be involved in a communication
process. From the adolescent’s perspective, an instru-
mental determination cannot, like a pathogenic socializa-
tion process, be revised by “critical reappraisal.” It does not
permit the adolescent looking back on the prenatal inter-
vention to engage in a revisionary learning process. Being
at odds with the genetically fixed intention of a third
person is hopeless. The genetic program is a mute and,
in a sense, unanswerable fact; for unlike persons born 
naturally, someone who is at odds with genetically fixed
intentions is barred from developing, in the course of a
reflectively appropriated and deliberately continued life
history, an attitude toward her talents (and handicaps)
which implies a revised self-understanding and allows for
a productive response to the initial situation. This situation,
by the way, is not unlike that of a clone who, by being
modeled on the person and the life history of a “twin”
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chronologically out of phase, is deprived of an un-
obstructed future of his own.54

Eugenic interventions aiming at enhancement reduce
ethical freedom insofar as they tie down the person con-
cerned to rejected, but irreversible intentions of third
parties, barring him from the spontaneous self-perception
of being the undivided author of his own life. Abilities and
skills may be easier to identify with than dispositions,
let alone properties, but the only thing that counts for 
the psychical resonance of the person concerned is the 
intention associated with the programming enterprise.
Only in the negative case of the prevention of extreme
and highly generalized evils may we have good reasons to
assume that the person concerned would consent to the
eugenic goal.

Liberal eugenics would not only affect the capacity of
“being oneself.” It would at the same time create an inter-
personal relationship for which there is no precedent. The
irreversible choice a person makes for the desired makeup
of the genome of another person initiates a type of 
relationship between these two which jeopardizes a pre-
condition for the moral self-understanding of autonomous
actors. A universalistic understanding of law and morality
rests on the assumption that there is no definite obstacle
to egalitarian interpersonal relations. Of course, our 
societies are marked by manifest as well as structural vio-
lence. They are impregnated by the micropower of silent
repression, disfigured by despotic suppression, deprivation
of political rights, social disempowerment, and economic
exploitation. However, we could not be scandalized by this
if we did not know that these shameful conditions might
also be different. The conviction that all actors, as persons,
obtain the same normative status and are held to deal with
one another in mutual and symmetrical recognition rests
on the assumption that there is, in principle, a reversibil-
ity to interpersonal relationships. No dependence on
another person must be irreversible. With genetic pro-
gramming, however, a relationship emerges that is 
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asymmetrical in more than one respect – a specific type of
paternalism.

Unlike the social dependence inherent in the
parent–child relationship, which will, as the generations
succeed one another, be resolved with the children
growing up, the children’s genealogical dependence on
their parents is, of course, also irreversible. Parents beget
their children, children do not beget their parents. But this
dependence only engages the children’s existence, which
as such lends itself only to a curiously abstract form of
reproach, not their essence – no qualitative determination
of any kind of their future life. In contrast to social depend-
ence, genetic dependence of the person programmed on
her designer is concentrated, it is true, in a single attribut-
able act. But in the context of eugenic practice, acts of this
type – by omission as well as by execution – lay the
grounds for a social relationship in which the usual “reci-
procity between persons of equal birth” is revoked.55 The
program designer carries out a one-sided act for which
there can be no well-founded assumption of consent, dis-
posing over the genetic factors of another in the pater-
nalistic intention of setting the course, in relevant respects,
of the life history of the dependent person. The latter may
interpret, but not revise or undo this intention. The con-
sequences are irreversible because the paternalistic inten-
tion is laid down in a disarming genetic program instead
of being communicatively mediated by a socializing prac-
tice which can be subjected to reappraisal by the person
“raised.”

The irreversible nature of the consequences arising from
one-sided acts of genetic manipulation saddles the person
who thinks himself capable of making this choice with a
problematical responsibility. But must it per se act as a
restriction on the moral autonomy of the person con-
cerned? All persons, including those born naturally, are in
one way or another dependent on their genetic program.
There must be a different reason for dependence on a
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deliberately fixed genetic program to be relevant for the
programmed person. He is principally barred from
exchanging roles with his designer. The product cannot,
to put it bluntly, draw up a design for its designer. Our
concern with programming here is not whether it will
restrict another person’s ethical freedom and capacity of
being himself, but whether, and how, it might eventually
preclude a symmetrical relationship between the pro-
grammer and the product thus “designed”. Eugenic pro-
gramming establishes a permanent dependence between
persons who know that one of them is principally barred
from changing social places with the other. But this 
kind of social dependence, which is irreversible because it
was established by ascription, is foreign to the reciprocal
and symmetrical relations of mutual recognition proper 
to a moral and legal community of free and equal 
persons.

Up to now, only persons born, not persons made,
have participated in social interaction. In the biopolitical
future prophesied by liberal eugenicists, this horizontal
connection would be superseded by an intergenerational
stream of action and communication cutting vertically
across the deliberately modified genome of future 
generations.

Now, one might be tempted to think that the demo-
cratic constitutional state is, after all, best equipped to
provide the framework as well as the means for compen-
sating for this lack of intergenerational reciprocity, by 
institutionalizing procedures to reestablish the disrupted
symmetry on the level of generalized norms. Wouldn’t
legal norms, if they were established on the broad basis of
ethical and political will formation, relieve parents from
the dubious responsibility for an individual choice made
solely according to their own preferences? Wouldn’t legit-
imacy based on a generalized democratic will remove the
stigma of paternalism from parents who mold the genetic
fate of their child according to their own preferences, and
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restore the persons concerned to their status of equal
birth? Once these persons are included as democratic co-
authors of a legal ruling in a transgenerational consensus
by which the asymmetry, irreparable in the individual case,
is redressed on a higher level of the common will, they
would no longer need to see themselves as persons con-
fined to dependence.

This thought experiment, however, shows why this
attempt at reparation must fail. The political consensus
required would be either too strong or too weak.
Too strong, because a binding commitment to collective
goals going beyond the prevention of evils agreed upon
would be an unconstitutional intervention in the private
autonomy of citizens; too weak, because the mere permis-
sion to make use of eugenic procedures would not be able
to relieve parents of their moral responsibility for their
highly personal choice of eugenic goals, since the prob-
lematic consequence of restricting ethical freedom cannot
be ruled out. In the context of a democratically consti-
tuted pluralistic society where every citizen has an equal
right to an autonomous conduct of life, practices of
enhancing eugenics cannot be “normalized” in a legitimate
way, because the selection of desirable dispositions cannot
be a priori dissociated from the prejudgment of specific
life-projects.

Setting the pace for a self-
instrumentalization of the species?

What, then, follows from this analysis for the current
debate on stem cell research and PGD? In a first step I
have tried, in section II, to explain why the hope of resolv-
ing the controversy with one single, compelling argument
is an illusion. From a philosophical perspective, extending
the argument for human rights to cover human life “from
the very beginning” is not at all conclusive. On the other
hand, the legal distinction established between the human
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dignity of the person, which is unconditionally valid, and
the protection of the life of the embryo, which may on
principle be weighed against other rights, by no means
opens the way to a hopeless controversy over conflicting
ethical goals. In evaluating prepersonal human life we are
not dealing, as I have shown in section III, with a “good”
among other goods. How we deal with human life before
birth (or with human beings after death) touches on our
self-understanding as members of the species. And this
self-understanding as members of the species is closely
interwoven with our self-understanding as moral persons.
Our conceptions of – and attitude toward – prepersonal
human life embed the rational morality of subjects of
human rights in the stabilizing context of an ethics of the
species. This context must endure if morality itself is not
to start slipping.

Against the background of a potential liberal eugenics,
this internal relation between the ethics of the protection
of life and our self-understanding as autonomous beings
having equal rights and abiding by moral reasons comes
into clearer focus. The moral reasons that hypothetically
speak against such a practice cast a shadow also on the
practices which open the way to it. Today, we must ask
ourselves whether later generations will eventually come
to terms with the fact that they may no longer see them-
selves as the undivided authors of their life – nor will be
called upon as such.Will they accept an interpersonal rela-
tionship that is no longer consistent with the egalitarian
premises of morality and law? And would not, then, the
grammatical form of our moral language game – the self-
understanding of speakers and actors as beings for whom
normative reasons count – be changed as a whole? The
arguments I laid out in sections IV to VI were to make
plausible the fact that we have to face these questions
today, in anticipation of the further advances of genetic
engineering. There is, after all, the alarming prospect of a
practice of genetic interventions aiming at the modifica-
tion of traits which will go beyond the boundaries of the
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essentially communicative relationship between doctor
and patient, parents and children, and undermine, through
eugenic self-transformation, our normatively structured
forms of life.

Such are the concerns which may explain the impres-
sion we have when analyzing debates on bioethics, includ-
ing those in the Bundestag. Participants in this discourse
whose contributions rely on standard ways of weighing
competing goods (as did those of the representatives of
the Liberal Democrats) seem to be out of step. It is not
that unconditional existential rigor, as set against the
weighing of interests, would be a priori superior to the 
balancing of interests. But many of us seem to have the
intuition that we should not weigh human life, not even in
its earliest stages, either against the freedom (and com-
petitiveness) of research, or against the concern with safe-
guarding an industrial edge, or against the wish for a
healthy child, or even against the prospect (assumed
arguendo) of new treatments for severe genetic diseases.
What is it that is indicated by such an intuition, if we
assume that human life does not from the very beginning
enjoy the same absolute protection of life that holds for
the person?

Concerns as to PGD can be justified more directly than
the comparatively archaic inhibition we feel toward
research involving the destruction of embryos. Our unwill-
ingness to legalize PGD is grounded in consideration of
both the conditional creation of embryos and the nature
of this condition itself. Bringing about a situation in which
we might eventually reject an afflicted embryo is as
dubious as selection according to criteria defined by one
side only. Selection in this case cannot but be one-sided,
and therefore instrumentalizing, because there can be no
assumption of an anticipated consent which, as in cases of
genetic manipulation for therapeutic ends, may at least 
be confirmed by later statements of the treated patients:
here, no person is created in the first place. In contrast to
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embryonic research, moral weighing in this case may, after
all, be brought to bear against the degree of severe suffer-
ing the future person herself can be expected to face.56

The advocates of a ruling which might eventually limit the
admissibility of the procedure to a few unambiguously
extreme cases of monogenetic diseases may primarily57

argue against the protection of life by pointing out that
preventing an unbearably restricted future life is in the
best interest, advocationally attended to, of the future
person concerned.

But even so, the fact that we make a highly momentous
distinction between life worth living and life not worth
living for others remains disconcerting. Do parents who
decide to rely on embryo selection, in view of their own
wish for a child, fail to adopt a clinical attitude, which is
oriented toward the goal of healing? Or is their attitude
toward the unborn child that of dealing with a second
person, albeit uncontrollably fictitious – on the assump-
tion that this person himself would refuse an existence
subject to specific restrictions? I am not sure myself; but
even so, the opponents would still have strong reasons for
pointing out (as the Federal President did recently) the 
discriminating side-effects and the problematic normal-
ization likely to occur as a corollary to any evaluation,
restrictive as it may be, of a form of life presumed to be
handicapped.

The situation will be different when the advances of
genetic engineering some day allow genetic intervention
to be carried out in a therapeutic perspective subsequent
to a diagnosis of severe hereditary handicaps and, thus,
make selection unnecessary. This would, of course, mean
that we have crossed the threshold to negative eugenics.
But in this case, the reasons which today, as pointed out
above, are invoked in favor of lifting the ban on PGD could
be brought to bear on gene-modifying interventions
without compelling us to weigh an undesirable handicap
against the protection of the life of a “rejected” embryo. A
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genetic manipulation (carried out, preferably, on somatic
cells) restricted to clearly therapeutic goals can be com-
pared to the combat against epidemics and other wide-
spread diseases. The depth of intervention inherent to 
the operative means does not justify abstention from 
treatment.

A more complex explanation is required for the disgust
we feel at the notion that research involving the destruc-
tion of embryos is instrumentalizing human life in view of
the benefits (and profits) to be derived from a scientific
progress which is not even predictable with any certainty.
What is expressed here is the attitude that “an embryo –
even if created in vitro – [is] the future child of future
parents, and nothing else. It is not available for other ends”
(Margot von Renesse). This attitude, insofar as it exists
independently from ontological beliefs about the begin-
ning of personal life, does not seek justification in terms 
of a metaphysically conceived human dignity. It is,
however, no less impervious to the moral argument which
I have raised against liberal eugenics, in any case if used
directly. The intuition that the embryo must not be instru-
mentalized for arbitrary other ends, it is true, leads to 
the claim that it be treated in anticipation as a second
person who, were she to be born, could assume an attitude
toward this treatment. But the purely experimental 
or “destructive” use in the research laboratory does not 
aim at birth at all. In which sense, then, can it “fail to meet”
the clinical attitude proper to the dealings with a 
being whose later consent may at least in principle be 
presupposed?

Reference to the collective good of treatments likely to
be developed obscures the fact that this implies an instru-
mentalization incompatible with the clinical attitude. Of
course, research involving the destruction of embryos
cannot be justified from the clinical point of view of
healing, because the latter is tailored to therapeutic deal-
ings with second persons. The clinical perspective, rightly
understood, individualizes. But why should the standard
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of a virtual doctor–patient relationship apply to research
conducted in the laboratory at all? If this counterquestion
does not take us back to the essentialist controversy over
the “real” destiny of embryonic life, there indeed seems to
be no alternative to an open-ended weighing of goods. The
only way for this controversial issue not to end up in an
ordinary process of weighing is to accord prepersonal life,
as I have tried to explain in section III, a specific weight of
its own.

This, now, is where the long-prepared argument comes
in that the advances of genetic engineering tend to blur
the deeply rooted categorical distinctions between the
subjective and the objective, the grown and the made.
What is at stake, therefore, with the instrumentalization
of prepersonal life is the ethical self-understanding of the
species, which is crucial for whether or not we may go on
to see ourselves as beings committed to moral judgment
and action. Where we lack compelling moral reasons, we
have to let ourselves be guided by the signposts set up by
the ethics of the species.58

Let us suppose that, with research involving the
destruction of embryos, a practice will come to prevail 
for which the protection of prepersonal human life is 
secondary to “other ends”, even if these ends consisted in
nothing more than the prospect of developing high-
ranking collective goods (such as new medical treatments).
The desensitization of the way we look at human nature,
going hand in hand with the normalization of this practice,
would clear the path for liberal eugenics. Here we can
already discern the future fait accompli, by then a fact of
the past, which later apologists will be able to refer to as
the Rubicon that was crossed. Looking at a possible future
for human nature makes us aware of the present need for
regulation. Normative barriers in our dealings with
embryos are the result of the point of view taken by a
moral community of persons that fends off the pace-
makers of a self-instrumentalization of the species in order
to safeguard – let us say: out of concern for itself, but in
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the broader perspective of the ethics of the species – its
communicatively structured form of life.

Embryonic research and PGD stir up our emotions
mainly because they exemplify a danger which is associated
with the perspective of “human breeding.” By depriving
the fusion of two sets of chromosomes of its contingency,
the intergenerational relations lose the naturalness which
so far has been a part of the taken-for-granted background
of our self-understanding as a species. If we abstain from
“moralizing” human nature, we might see the emergence
of a dense intergenerational stream of cumulative 
decisions cutting across the contemporary networks of
interaction in a one-directional, vertical way. Whereas the
effective history of cultural traditions and formation
processes unfolds, as Gadamer has shown, in the medium
of questions and answers, genetic programs would give
future generations no opportunity to respond in the same
way. Getting used to having human life biotechnologically
at the disposal of our contingent preferences cannot help
but change our normative self-understanding.

In this perspective, the two controversial innovations,
even while still at their initial stage, make us aware of how
our lives might be changed if genetic interventions aiming
at the modification of traits were to become normal 
practice, emancipating themselves entirely from the
context of the therapy of individual persons. It could, then,
no longer be ruled out that alien and, in this case, geneti-
cally fixed intentions take possession, through enhancing
eugenic interventions, of the life history of the pro-
grammed person. This is why the question of whether and
how an act thus reified affects our capacity of being our-
selves, as well as our relation to others, is so disconcerting.
Will we still be able to come to a self-understanding as
persons who are the undivided authors of their own lives,
and approach others, without exception, as persons of
equal birth? With this, two presuppositions of our moral
self-understanding, spelled out in terms of an ethics of the
species, are at stake.
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This fact, however, can account for the heat of the
current controversy only as long as belonging to a moral
community is still a vital interest. It cannot be taken for
granted, after all, that we will still want this status of a
member of a community that requires all its members to
show equal respect for every other member and to be
responsible in their solidarity with all of them. That we
shall act morally is inscribed in the very sense of a (deon-
tologically conceived) morality. But why – if biotechnol-
ogy is subtly undermining our identity as members of the
species – should we want to be moral? An assessment of
morality as a whole is itself not a moral judgment, but an
ethical one, a judgment which is part of the ethics of the
species.

Without the emotions roused by moral sentiments like
obligation and guilt, reproach and forgiveness, without the
liberating effect of moral respect, without the happiness
felt through solidarity and without the depressing effect
of moral failure, without the “friendliness” of a civilized
way of dealing with conflict and opposition, we would
feel, or so we still think today, that the universe inhabited
by men would be unbearable. Life in a moral void, in a
form of life empty even of cynicism, would not be worth
living. This judgment simply expresses the “impulse” to
prefer an existence of human dignity to the coldness of a
form of life not informed by moral considerations. The
same impulse accounts for the historical transition, which
is repeated in ontogenesis, to a posttraditional stage of
moral awareness.

When the religious and metaphysical worldviews lost
their binding nature and the transition to a tolerated 
pluralism of worldviews took place, we (or most of us) did
not turn out be cool cynics or indifferent relativists,
because almost by reflex we held – and wanted to hold –
to the binary code of moral judgments being right or
wrong. We readjusted the practices of the lifeworld and of
the political community to the premises of a rational
morality and of human rights because they provided the
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common ground for a humane existence irrespective of
any differences arising from the variety of worldviews.59

Perhaps the affective opposition raised today against a
dreaded change in the identity of the species can be
explained – and justified – by similar motives.
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